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2Abstract
Arguments negating the role of the Affican-diasporic female metaphysical figure in 
the oral literature of the English-speaking Caribbean and America, hinge on the belief 
that these supernatural figures represent evil and that such representations 
disempower women. This thesis offers an alternative comparative analysis of two 
female metaphysical figures from the Caribbean, as well as two related supernatural 
figures from America. It explores the central role that the figures played in the 
formation of New World female subjectivity in slave societies and in the writing of 
contemporary Affican-diasporic and white Creole women writers. It focuses 
specifically on works by Zora Neale Hurston, Toni Morrison, Jean Rhys, Paule 
Marshall and Jamaica Kincaid.
This thesis is based on two premises; that the metaphysical figures are 
deitic in origin, therefore non-felicitous, non-essentialist and centrally ambivalent; 
and that the modernist, postmodernist and magic realist women writers under study, 
use the figures’ non-totalising narratives to write back to the colonial Manichean 
allegory and to excavate closed periods of New World female history.
After an investigation into the West African deitic progenitors of the 
female oral literary figures, this thesis investigates the representations of such figures 
in the early works of Affican-diasporic women writers. It then traces the socio­
political reasons behind the figures’ revision in the two regions under study. It 
explores the re-interpretations female writers from America and the Caribbean, award 
the figures, due to the formers’ different historical, racial, and socio-political stand­
points. Finally, this thesis proposes a framework for the analysis of Affican-diasporic 
and Creole women writers’ work, based on the operations and interventions of the 
oral literary Affican-diasporic female metaphysical figure.
3A photograph of a frangipani tree (plumeria alba), taken by the author in August 2002 at Casada 
Bay on the island of Carriacou, Grenada.
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7Introduction
The cultural and religious practices as well as the oral traditions of African communities 
in the New World provide ample evidence of the power and influence of female 
supernatural figures. Originating in African socio-cultural contexts and time, these 
figures were transformed in various ways in response to the changed social and spatial 
context in slave societies.
It was from West, Central and Southern Africa that most slaves were 
forcibly taken across to the New World during 500 hundred years of slaving activities. 
Although the enslaved Africans came from diverse geographic and ethnic locations, a 
great many of them, for instance the Fon of former Dahomey, and the Yoruba of 
Nigeria, trace their origins to common progenitors and many of the religious practices of 
all the other slave areas of Africa shared a common belief in the existence of spiritual 
and temporal worlds which constantly interacted in people’s lives1. For example, they 
believed in possession-trance and dream-messages from the ancestors, and these 
occurrences formed an integral part of their daily lives. The continuities and 
transformations of metaphysical worlds were therefore easy to sustain in the New World.
Possession-trances, dream visitations and supernatural qualities 
embedded in certain living figures were all aspects of the coexistence of a physical and 
supernatural world in the lives of Africans. In many of the communities from which 
slaves were transported to the New World, real witch-humans with occult powers and 
the ability to cure illness and diseases as well as transform their bodies at will, existed as 
part of the supernatural and the esoteric.2 In Africa, the supernatural being functions as a 
catalyst for communal cohesiveness by keeping the two worlds in constant interaction
1 Henry J. Drewal, and Margaret T. Drewal, G<=l$d?: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990), 2.
2
Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, Gp]$d4 Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 7-8.
8with each other. Their activities in the community united, people in introspection and 
self-searching, especially in times of crisis. Their esoteric capabilities gave them the 
power to discern the meanings embedded in catastrophies, and they were then able to 
direct action in times of crisis. However, their powers could also bring about evil. They 
could create confusion, visit harm and destruction on communities and act as catalysts 
for rites of protection and divination. Within this paradoxical function, these supernatural 
figures acted essentially as social barometers, because they ensured greater cohesiveness 
by both protecting and attacking the community simultaneously.
In the New World, supernatural figures among African slaves were 
transported to a completely different socio-economic framework and power structure. 
Bereft of economic resources and enmeshed in the adverse circumstances of slavery, 
enslaved Africans directed the supernatural and esoteric powers to other uses and 
ploughed their oral histories for figures which would mediate their hellish circumstances 
and teach them strategies for survival. They could identify closely with the witch and her 
multiple functioning. She had been the "Other" in Africa in that she had been viewed as 
the outsider, the being who remained separate from, yet essential to, the rest of society. 
She was now one with the other slaves, despised, commodified and exploited, central to 
the economy of capitalist states, constituting monetary value in flesh. So the myths and 
legends harbouring the supernatural figure continued to evolve, as they most certainly 
did in Africa, but under different circumstances.
The circumstances under which the oral literature developed in the New 
World had distinctive pressures, namely those of sexism, racism and familial division. 
Deemed part animal, Africans in the New World had to find strategies to counter charges 
of infanticide, cannibalism, sexual perversion and general cultural bankruptcy.3 The
3 Sander L. Gilman, 'Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography o f Female Sexuality in late 
Nineteenth Century Art, Medicine, and Literature’, "Race”, Writing and Difference, ed. Henry Louis
9African Holocaust ensured the proliferation and constant evolution and transmutations of 
the supernatural figure chosen to combat the series of racial mythologies and 
stereotypical representations of Africans. The dispossessed Africans developed 
pantheons of witches across the Caribbean and America. The supernatural figure was 
able to do what Hie slave could not without risking her life and that of others. She could 
externalise the rage felt at the oppression suffered, and could also document every stage 
of the New World historical experience and its new cultural forms. If the plantocratic 
and imperial masters felt obliged to distort or ignore female historiographies, the Oloju 
M eji did not.4 The Oloju M ejl acted as a conduit between separated individuals and 
communities. She was also able to interrupt and subvert disabling commentaries across 
colonial divides, her figurations being familiar to most Africans. She was able to respond 
to the ever-changing and precarious existence of the slave and colonial subject in the 
New World due to her transformative propensities. A new set of associations now 
surrounded these figures, generating a variety of oral traditions related to particular areas 
and circumstances of slave communities and the New World region.
Because the pantheons of female esoteric figures are non-essentialist, in 
that they mitigate against any form of strict categorisation, they are perfect vehicles for 
the expression of a multitude of thematic currents and characterizations. Although their 
flight from the domestic spaces of the Great House and cabin, field and gendered spaces 
could denote psychic and physical Marooning (runaway slaves were termed Maroons) it 
could just as easily imply alienation from the diasporic community.5 The multiple 
interpretations that they afford means that they provide highly malleable tools in both 
historical and cultural expression. The mythic associations of these figures also locate
Gates, Jr (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1985), 225-31.
4 Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, G$l$d$, Art and Female Power among the Yoruba, 7-8.
5 Kenneth M. Bilbey, ‘Oral Traditions in Two Maroon Societies: The Windward Maroons of Jamaica 
and the Aluku Maroons o f French Guiana and Suriname’, in Born Out O f Resistance: On Caribbean 
Cultural Creativity. ed. Wim Hoogbergen (Utrecht: Isor Publications, 1996), 170-3.
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them in genealogies which create identities and therefore become popular tools for the 
excavations of the past and present. Their timelessness equally allows communities and 
writers to focus simultaneously on unresolved periods of historical importance to 
diasporic women.
In exploring these larger aspects of the female metaphysical figure, my 
objectives have been to examine the relationships between social and political contexts 
and the creation and transformation of myth in order to determine what aesthetic and 
ideological concerns underlie women’s deployment of oral traditions. I have worked 
with the assumption that women’s relation to the spiritual and the metaphysical always 
reflects social and cultural negotiations which have gendered and other implications. 
Therefore, this study of female metaphysical figures both in the oral tradition and 
women’s creative writing in die Caribbean and the United States, reveals areas in which 
women have intervened creatively to unearth submerged histories. This assumption has 
proved fruitful throughout the study; it has, for instance, determined the very strong 
connection between diasporic spaces and the ways in which the female metaphysical 
figure is utilised as a trope.
In the New World oral traditions had to undergo changes to match the 
new social circumstances in which the newly arrived Africans found themselves. The 
figure of the “witch” in the oral traditions of Africa is not uniform, yet she can be 
characterized as attacking the community. These attacks, however, act as a catalyst for 
the activation of group solidarity. The oral literature records the figure as the keeper of 
metaphysical knowledge which can be used to kill or cure, therefore the community's 
relation to her is ambiguous. When the oral traditions of the diaspora had to be 
transformed in order to survive under slavery and address the new social forces at work, 
the figure of the “witch” also underwent such changes and is inscribed in the oral
11
literature as someone who attacks the community but also instructs it in the ways of 
survival.
Women writers, finding themselves marginalised in the wider Western 
literary canon, have traditionally co-opted the supernatural figure whose marginality and 
counter-discourses they can easily associate with. Forming an alliance with these liminal 
transformative beings, the woman writer of the Caribbean and America is thus able to 
voice female subjectivity, acquire agency and engage with the effects of colonialisation 
and slavery on the diasporic female psyche. Furthermore, through this strategy, the 
writer can engage with an historical convention of recording histories familiar' to her 
while evolving new myths and somatic figurations to engage with issues of a 
contemporary nature. Through the supernatural figuration, the woman writer can present 
issues surrounding empowerment, identity and gender in innovative ways. She can easily 
traverse colonially-imposed boundaries of language and ethnic grouping and throw into 
relief yet evade the site of oppression of the female body. The writer revises the older 
rites associated with the figures from the oral literature, reassembling and reconstructing 
female history.
In the texts discussed in this thesis, the supernatural body becomes 
increasingly complex. It is not uncommon for it to be oracular, prophetic and diffuse, 
reflecting the supernatural essence of the figurations at play in the novels. Furthermore, 
because of the figure’s origin in myth (hence the associated preoccupation with 
genealogy and identity), the writer has the ideal tools for the excavation of the past and 
present, so imperative to dispossessed peoples. Also, the timelessness of these mythic 
figures allows the writer to focus simultaneously on unresolved periods of historical 
importance to diasporic women, yet easily integrate that past into the problematic 
present. Resolution does not feature as a major objective in the novels. Rather, like the 
figures themselves, or the operation of their principle in the novels, revision and
12
reappraisal is a constant process. Although documentary history declares that slavery has 
been abolished, the supernatural figure in the novel declares the effects of slavery on the 
female subject to be veiy much alive. Acting as a pluralistic mouthpiece for plural 
communities of women writers, the supernatural figure permeates the text, presenting in 
her multiple guises and articulations the evolving and transmuted rites of female 
expression.
The development of the oral literature in the two regions of the 
Caribbean and America was veiy different. In the Caribbean, the imported Africans 
(there was a considerable amount of indentureship too) were in the majority.6 There was 
strength in numbers in that it was easier to retain African languages and oral literature on 
the islands and in the Guianas where absentee landlords were not uncommon, especially 
after the fall in profits of sugar and cotton. Because many of the islands changed hands 
between European powers several times, there was a high degree of bilingualism which 
could serve to make slave revolts easier, as slaves could communicate with each other in 
French, Dutch, Spanish or English Creoles.7 There were a high number of slave revolts, 
the most successful leading to the first African Republic outside Africa. There were also 
many internal migrations in the region dictated by the economic necessities of the 
plantocracy and as a result, the oral literatures of the masses spread easily as they do to 
this day.
The land-mass and numbers of Africans allowed the establishment of 
many Maroon (runaway) communities. These communities often re-established African 
ways of life, but Creole (indigenous) modes of living eventually evolved.8 Because the
6 Maureen Warner-Lewis, Guinea’s Other Suns: The African Dynamic in Trinidad Culture (Dover, 
Mass: The Majority P, 1991), 1-5.
7 Hubert Devonish, Language and Liberation: Creole Language Politics in the Caribbean (London: 
Karia P, 1986), 44, 65 and 69.
8 Bilbey, ‘Oral Traditions in Two Maroon Societies: The Windward Maroons o f Jamaica and the Aluku 
Maroons of French Guiana and Suriname’, in Hoogbergen, Born Out O f Resistance, 170-73.
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communities were also inevitably composed of a mixture of tribes, multiple narratives 
regarding the supernatural being often converged. Furthermore, due to the fact that the 
slave laws sought to suppress all Africanisms, Caribbean peoples evolved strategies to 
circumvent these policies of repression, not least those related to the esoteric being.
Paradoxically, although the Africans in the Caribbean formed and still do 
form the majority, the religions of the masses that evolved from African religions, for 
example, Candomble, Santeria, Obeah, Big Drum and Shango, had minority status. 
However, the largely rural configuration of the masses in the Caribbean has helped to 
counter this diminishment of the vestiges of African culture and its attendant diasporic 
formations. The Caribbean houses remote locations and is full of ecological sites that are 
intimately associated with the supernatural (forests, lakes, rivers and mountains). Much 
is said of the syncretic relation between diasporic religions and Catholicism, but it 
should be noted that synthesis does not always imply acceptance or dominance; it can 
also denote disguise.
There are at least ten different representations of supernatural female 
beings in the Caribbean region, largely due to the reasons presented above.9 Although 
the publishing history of women writers in the Caribbean is somewhat shorter than that 
of America, due to less advanced technology and the lack of interest in publishing 
women's histories, the quality of the output is great, dating from Mary Prince to Ema 
Brodber.10
The social circumstances that governed the development of the oral literature in 
the southern United States, were very different. African slaves in America had minority 
status and therefore lived in smaller separated communities. Also slavery began and
9 Field research carried out by the author o f this thesis from 1996 -  2004 on the Caribbean islands of 
Carriacou, Grenada and Trinidad.
10 Six Women’s Slave Narratives, Mary Prince, The History of Mary Prince: A West Indian Slave; 
Related By Herself, in The Schomburg Library o f  Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers, general 
ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr (New York: Oxford UP, 1988), 1-23.
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ended later there than in the Caribbean. As in die Caribbean, Africans came from various 
nations, bringing with them stores of oral literature and supernatural figures who lived in 
the communities. Minorities need to adopt different strategies to fight for survival. They 
also need to dissemble to a greater degree to ensure the continuance and evolution of the 
supernatural figure in the face of closer supervision and controls. Although a degree of 
freedom was obtainable in the North, African-Americans had to disguise many aspects 
of their oral literature as Christian modes of worship or the healing or harming practices 
of Hoodoo.11
The imperative for this minority was to transfer ritual without necessarily 
naming the rite. The mass exodus from the rural South to the urban North also entailed 
adapting and modifying die supernatural being in the city. While this took place to a 
lesser extent in the Caribbean, one example of a similar process is provided by Trench 
Town in Jamaica. As the enslaving power operated mainly in English with the exception 
of New Orleans, the African-American could communicate the oral tradition with some 
ease. As in the Caribbean, the African-diasporic aesthetic, with its pluralistic 
connotations, significance and representations, held out numerous possibilities as a 
vehicle for the expression of the supernatural. Spirituals, jazz, blues and diasporic dance 
and arts, appeared to be mere entertainment but encoded many subversive strategies and 
counter-discourses.12
It is also necessary however, to recall and acknowledge the linkages 
between the Caribbean and America. The cross-fertilisation that took place in both 
directions was centred mainly in New Orleans, Florida, Martinique, Cuba and Haiti, the 
former due to the migration of West Indian planters and their slaves during certain
11 Harry Middleton Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork: Beliefs Accepted by Many 
Negroes and White Persons These Being Orally Recorded Among Blacks and Whites, vol 1 (Hannibal, 
Mo: Western Publishing, 1970), 43-5.
12 John Lovell, Jr, ‘The Social Implications of the Negro Spiritual5, in Mother Wit fi'om the Laughing 
Barrel: Readings In The Interpretation o f Afro-American Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes (Jackson: UP of
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periods, and the latter due to American incursions into the Caribbean in the seventeenth,
T T
eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was not uncommon for rebellious 
leaders to be deported to Nova Scotia and thousands of Caribbean people have migrated 
over the last two centuries to America. Garveyism's impact on African-American life has 
been well-documented and many notable Caribbean writers contributed to the literary 
and cultural Harlem Renaissance. Inevitably this cross-fertilisation engendered common 
narratives in the oral literature and the influx of Haitians and Cubans into America in the 
very recent past has ensured the continuation of this cultural exchange regarding the 
supernatural figure.14
Examples of the witch in the Caribbean are to be found in the figures of 
the Soucouyant and La Jablesse. The Soucouyant has often been called a vampire, but 
strictly speaking, this is not accurate. She does not conform to the European definition of 
one who sucks blood and has bat-like features. The Caribbean Soucouyant has an 
African essence and plural creolised manifestations, and has undergone transfigurations 
and transformations hi the New World. Adaptive mythologies had to be employed 
within the historical contexts of slavery and colonialism to combat the oppressive and 
restrictive social circumstances in which the new arrivals found themselves. One such 
adaptive mythology focuses on the Soucouyant. Her transformative propensities (the 
ability to metamorphose and fly) meant that the New World Africans could use her as a 
trope in the oral literature for Marooning, ethnobotanical retentions, (a cluster of
Mississippi, 1990), 452-64.
l j Margaret E. Crahan, and Franklin W. Knight, The African Migration And The Origins of An Afro-
American Society And Culture’, in Africa And The Caribbean; The Legacies O f A Link, eds. Margaret
E. Crahan, and Franklin W. Knight (Baltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1979), 4-14. Also see Robert L.
Hall, ‘African Religious Retentions in Florida’, in Africanisms in American Culture, ed. Joseph E.
Holloway (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1991), 103. Also, see Jessie Gaston Muiira, ‘The Case o f
Voodoo in New Orleans’, Afiicanisms in American Culture, ed Joseph E. Holloway, 35. Also see
Benjamin A. Botkin, Lay My Burden Down; A Folk History o f Slavery (Chicago: U o f Chicago P,
1963), 184.
14 Joseph M. Murphy, Working the Spirit; Ceremonies o f the African Diaspora (Boston: Beacon P, 
1994), 81-3. Tony Martin, Literary Garyeyism; Garvey, black Arts and the Harlem Renaissance
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ethnobotanical herbs and oils surround lire Soucouyanfs character), psychic freedom and 
indeed a host of liberatory discourses.
The same could be said of the La Jablesse.15 Termed a “She-Devil”, this 
character is usually a beautiful mixed-race spirit who lures men away to then death. She 
too has transformative propensities and her long skirt hides a cow's hoof which signifies 
her dual existence in both the secular and temporal realms. La Jablesse constitutes yet 
another rebellious trope in the oral literature because her transgression of sexual mores 
and her refusal to conform to plantocratic and colonial laws registers her as a sort of 
psychic guerrilla. Again, a host of ethnobotanical substances are associated with this 
figuration so that, each time a tale is told about her, African-diasporic "science" is 
transmitted from generation to generation.
The two figurations exist in both reality and in the oral literature in the 
Caribbean. The Soucouyant and La Jablesse are thought to exist in and on the margins of 
the community. This means that the oral literature presents an immediacy and correlation 
to the real world that is absent in purely imaginary accounts. The interplay of both the 
real and imaginary figure in the case of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse is reflective of 
the “marvelous real” quality of “reality” in the diaspora. As Alejo Carpentier would put 
it, “the strange” is commonplace in these regions.16
The same can be said of the American counterpart to the Soucouyant, the 
“Ridin5 Witch” (who will be termed the Rider to evade the negative connotations of the 
word “witch”) and the African-American counterpart to La Jablesse, the Jack Mulatta. 
The Rider, like the Soucouyant also has the ability to shed her skin and she too comes to 
innocent members of the community in their unconscious state of sleep and "rides" them
(Dover, Mass: Majority P, 1983), 25-42. Also see Nathan Irvin Huggins, Voices From The Harlem 
Renaissance, ed. Nathan Irvin Huggins (New York: Oxford UP, 1976), 8.
15 Grace Hallworth, Mouth Open, Story Jump Out (London: Methuen, 1984), 33-45.
16 Alejo Carpentier, ‘On The Marvellous Real in America’, in Magic Realism: Theory, History, 
Community. Lois Parkinson Zamora, and Wendy B. Faris (Durham, N.C: Duke UP, 1995), 75.
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1 7all night. In diasporic parlance, “riding” someone usually denotes possessing them. 
Again, the Rider's adaptive mythology/reality is used and has historically been used to 
illustrate female diasporic responses to oppression and to convey African-diasporic 
cultural truths. The Jack Mulatta, like La Jablesse, is associated with light, wanders the 
woods and leads people into briers or treacherous waters.18
Such adaptive mythologies are clearly perfect tools in the hands of the 
female author. Not only are they adaptive mediums, easily transferable to the written text 
but, because they also encode great ambiguity due to their existence in both secular and 
esoteric realms, they are capable of illuminating multiple thematic currents and 
generating plural narratives regarding identity, empowerment and gender. The various 
contexts, transformations, and appropriations of female metaphysical figures raise 
important questions for this study: first, why did such mythologies spring up around 
female metaphysical figures in the New World? To what extent are the mythologies 
interlinked and differentiated and what significance if any, can be drawn from such 
links? In what specific and different ways have Caribbean and African-American writers 
used these figurations? Did they develop differently in the two regions of the Caribbean 
and America? Do Caribbean and African-American women writers use the figurations 
differently and if so, why? Specifically, what narratives grew up around the 
transformative propensities of the New World figures? How are the figures perceived in 
the imagery of the oral literature of the diaspora? What precisely are the figures’ new 
functions? Why were the “witches” retained and why were they refigured? Are their 
narratives inter-linked in any way? Does the African-diasporic female canon differ
17 Newbell Niles Puckett, The Magic and Folk Beliefs o f  the Southern Negro (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1969), 151. Also see Harry M. Hyatt, Hoodoo -  conjuration -  witchcraft -  Rootwork, vol 
1,45.
18 Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchgcraf-Rootwork, 40 and 45.
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significantly from other canons in the way that it employs the New World mythologies? 
This study will address these questions.
These liminal, transformative beings have provided contexts, metaphors 
and tropes for a variety of female writers in the diaspora who have in their marginality 
found paradoxical functions and transformative powers which provide frameworks for 
various diasporic and gender discourses. It is the wealth of these literary tropes and the 
various fictional explorations they have enabled that make up this study. In its various 
sections, the study raises several questions about the use to which women writers have 
put these esoteric figures. In what ways for instance, have the female writers used these 
figures to unite their own histories with literature and to evolve new myths to engage 
with issues of gender and agency? How has the non-essentialist nature of these figures 
ensured the multiplicity of discourses? How have these written forms differed from the 
oral tradition, and from each other? What new and innovative forms have they given rise 
to?
These questions have often been explored in certain areas of the oral 
tradition but have hardly ever been posed in relation to the female metaphysical figures. 
Yet these figures represent early attempts by displaced slaves to reconfigure a sense of 
self in a new and alien place. A comparative focus on these early figurations in relation 
to contemporary diasporic women’s deployment of them will not only present a fuller 
literary history but also establish a basis for examining contemporary re-interpretations 
of oral traditions and myths while at the same time demonstrating the influence of these 
myths on contemporary writing.
This thesis examines how oral traditions and African myths are 
transformed in the two diverse regions of the Caribbean and the United States. These 
two regions are focused on because of the large influx of African slaves from the 
fifteenth to late nineteenth century. The oral traditions the Africans brought with them
19
were rich and diverse yet the female metaphysical figures of the Soucouyant, La 
Jablesse, Jack Mulatta and Rider are intimately related in terms of traits, channels of 
communication and functions. Women in slave societies were not the only guardians of 
the oral literature, but they performed a social role which dictated their centrality as 
regards the transmission of the tales. The thesis limits its study of the female 
metaphysical figure to the female diasporic text because I am interested in exploring the 
correlation between female metaphysical figures and metaphors deployed in the work of 
contemporary women writer’s writing. Furthermore, this canon is oft neglected and the 
woman writer's relation to the figure is of a particular and distinctive order.
In exploring these objectives I have worked with the following broad
assumptions:
1. The works of women writers of the Caribbean and America are strongly influenced by 
African-diasporic oral literature stemming from Africa and transmuted/transformed in 
the New World. Female metaphysical figurations from this literature may reveal 
gendered facets of myth and legend employed and extended by the writers in their texts 
which counter the oppressed, subjugated and devalued socio-economic status of 
diasporic women.
2. Women's relation to myth and legend is an intimate one by virtue of their traditional 
role as its transmitters and paramount role as religious leaders in diasporic religions. This 
role as transmitter of esoteric knowledge may be reflected in the perception of the 
environment and the body as sites of contact between the supernatural and the secular 
(the body marking the ultimate articulation of the supernatural voice through possession- 
trance and the body's believed innate transformative properties). The woman writer’s 
articulation of myth and legend may employ strategies and techniques that also reveal a
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linguistic and figural unity stemming from their use of common female metaphysical 
figures from the oral literature. Such strategies may have remained cloaked by the 
traditional separatist literary/critical treatments of texts by Caribbean and African- 
American women writers.
3. The comparative study of Caribbean and African-American women writers reveals 
that their use of figures from oral literature is influenced by the different social matrix 
and perception of cultural legacies of the two regions and this may be reflected in the 
diversity of techniques and thematic currents employed in the texts themselves.
Wilson Harris recognises the specificity of New world historiography 
and focuses on the specificity of the formation of the Caribbean subject. He argues that a 
cleavage exists between received historiography and the arts of the imagination.19 I feel 
that as a result, a hierarchical divide between die oral literature and the written literature 
exists, constituting a hierarchical cultural divide between the European and Caribbean 
educated elite and the African-Caribbean masses. As a consequence, the female 
metaphysical figure has been suppressed along with attendant African-diasporic female 
histories in the New World, thus limiting Caribbean engagements with history. This has 
led to an “historical stasis” as Harris puts it, which only the “subconscious arts” of the 
Caribbean relating to the dream, ritual, possession-trance and limbo-like contortions of 
the word, can unlock. Harris argues that Creole mestizje mythologies which reflect the 
racially and ethnically diverse Caribbean society, have the power to enable a full 
apprehension of the past and present Caribbean. He argues that only the employment of
19 Wilson Harris, ‘History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas’, in Explorations: A Selection 
o f  Talks and Articles 1966-1981 (Mundelstrup, Denmark: Dangaroo P, 1981), 24.
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such mythologies would allow the development and deployment of a revised vocabulary 
capable of addressing the socio-political issues of the day.
This is because of the nature of the submerged subconscious aits of the 
imagination and their intimate links with Caribbean resistance strategies to the 
imposition of received historiography. In contrast to Harris, Edouard Glissant argues that 
the intuitive is not enough and that a very conscious and deliberate collective refusal of 
master narratives is of paramount importance to the Caribbean consciousness. He states 
that the Caribbean tale is not possessed by the oppressor, therefore it is anti-History, 
devalues the word, acts against decrees and is anti-writing while giving a sense of the 
collective. He makes a distinction between the myth’s generalisations and the tale’s 
acknowledgement of diversity, arguing that the rhetoric and twists and turns of the tale 
disrupt the linear imposed “History” of European colonisers.20 The myths under scrutiny 
in this thesis oppose European master-narratives by foregrounding female narratives 
which challenge hegemonic discourses.
For example, female mythologies often encompass elements of received 
historiography while critiquing and challenging their legitimacy. In this way, they 
effectively “write back” to them through the strategies of revision, reappraisal and 
reconfiguration. For instance, the central theme running through the oral literary 
Soucouyant and Rider stories deals with body-snatching for material gain (slavery), an 
attempt to govern the spirit of the ensnared individual (possession-trance) and the defeat 
of this system (the employment of counter-measures). This is a thinly disguised 
commentary on received European historiography and an avocation of the metaphysical 
over the material. Harris privileges die subconscious and the metaphysical, arguing for 
their adoption in any effort to negotiate the new environment of the Caribbean, its
20 Harris, ‘History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas’, in Explorations: A Selection o f  
Talks and Articles 1966-1981, 27. Edouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays, trans. J. 
Michael Dash (Charlottesville: UP of Virginia/Caraf Books, 1999), 163,83-86,93,
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peoples and the new language required to describe their displacement, history and 
experience in the region which Harris describes as a “limbo gateway”.
However, the metaphysical female figuration does not subscribe to the 
methodology of the male Anancy, to whom Harris is referring, but to the curative dance 
of the female Anancy of the Big Drum Dance of Carriacou, The curative purpose of this 
ritual dance expresses multiple references to ewe, the Yoruba word for ethnobotanical 
substances intimately associated with female deities, in this case. Here the “limbo 
gateway” is located both in the slave ship and in the curative and punitive substances of 
the earth. It is also contained in the action of flying female metaphysical beings called 
“Co co-mar” as they fly to the homes of others to suck their blood and in so doing, 
remind the victim of the power of African-derived religions.21
Alejo Carpentier proposes a similar approach to that of Wilson Harris for 
reflecting and interpreting Caiibbean-diasporic experience. His introduction to The 
Kingdom o f This World argues for a new vocabulary to represent the essentially 
metaphysical “reality” of the Caribbean and its plural culture.22 He argues that the belief 
systems of the displaced peoples of the region privilege the esoteric and afford 
“unexpected insights” into the experiences of the New World. In this “baroque” 
Caribbean world, hegemonic discourses of the European master-nairatives give way to 
divine discourses informed by religions such as Vodun, Santeria and Candomble. In 
such a world “unusual juxtapositions” are the norm and dreams, visions, metamorphoses 
and possession-trance, help the Caribbean subject negotiate the gulf between received 
historiography and the subconscious arts of the imagination.
21 Ibid., 28-31. Also see Donald Hill, The Impact o f Migration On The Metropolitan And Folk Society> 
O f Carriacou, Grenada. Anthropological Papers o f the American Museum o f Natural History, 54:2. 
(New York: American Museum of Natural History, 1977), 333-4,
22 Alejo Carpentier, Prologue in El reino de este mundo (Madrid: Ediciones Alfaguara SA, 1983), 11- 
19.
^Harris, ‘History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas5, in Explorations: A Selection o f Talks 
and Articles 1966-1981, 24.
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The manifold intersections of race, gender and class and the networks of 
thematic currents that these generate, cannot be folly comprehended under a single 
rubric. As Gates has argued, the African-American text employs rhetorical strategies 
stemming from the oral literature to mediate the "double” literary heritage inherent in the 
texts. Arguing that both white and black literary canons inform the Black text, he sheds 
light on the diverse employment of originally oral rhetorical strategies in the texts.24 He 
also argues that the text employs rhetorical figures from the oral literature, associated 
with linguistic dexterity and what Zora Neale Hurston calls "secondary levels of 
meaning"25 Holloway echoes this view of African-derived oral literature with a 
supernatural basis, and refines it in terms of gender-specific representations of the 
metaphysical figure. She argues for and presents a "Figurative" theory based on female 
figures from African oral literature. She also argues that the female text exhibits three 
main characteristics; revision (the inversion of dominant male discourses, (re)memory 
(the privileging of female oral memories as just representations of history) and recursion 
(which produces a language that is both multi-layered and mythic in its proportions)26
Gabriel Garcia Marquez, in The Fragrance o f  Guava, echoes these points 
and speaks of the "disproportion" and non-reality of the Caribbean landscape. He argues 
that what he terms the magic realist novel (a term first coined in 1929 by Franz Roh to 
describe foe new realist spirit in post-expressionist ait in Germany) takes as its 
framework, an African-derived esoteric paradigm where levitation is unremarkable and 
ghosts commonplace 27 Amaryll Chanady argues that magic realism resists what she 
terms "metropolitan paradigms" and underlines Marquez’s view that the esoteric
24 Henry Louis Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory o f African-American Literaty Criticism 
(New York: Oxford UP, 1988), XXVII and 45.
25 Ibid., 21-2.
26 Karla F. C. Holloway, Moorings and Metaphors: Figures o f Culture and Gender in Black Women’s 
Literature (New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1992), 12,20-1 and 12-14.
27 Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza, The Fragrance o f Guava, trans. Ann Wright (London: Verso, 1983), 
30,35, and 51-2.
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constitutes the substance of reality for Caribbean and South American writers. Speaking 
of the "challenge to the dominant historiographical paradigm", Chanady argues that the 
magic realist novel restructures and subverts Eurocentric chronological and factual 
historiography and replaces it with networks of "magico-mythical" correspondences 
which generate plural fictive narratives. She argues that in order to construct valid 
identities from fragmented colonial and postcolonial "Otherness", magic realist novelists 
oppose Western “givens” with regal'd to themselves and their regions, embracing instead 
subjectivities able to question and revise the historic figure and all textualised pasts 
regurgitated in colonial societies.
Because African-diasporic women experience life through the twin 
prisms of race and gender, they are in a position to delineate the reality which impacts so 
markedly on their writing. Although feminist critiques of patriarchal and sexist texts 
have helped to liberate the female canon, this discourse has largely been confined to 
Western women's concepts of reality and oppression. Helene Cixous details the 
operations of the hysteric and the female sorcerer in the sixteenth to eighteenth century. 
Though it alerts us to the theoretical possibilities of the permutations of female-centred 
writing, her discourse concerns the European and not the African concept of
“50metaphysical female power. So while gender-specific, the feminist discourse that has 
developed from the 1950s to the 1990s has failed to be ethnically or racially diverse. 
Recent attempts to marry both race and gender have been largely affected by African- 
diasporic writers and critics such as Patricia Hill Collins, Bell Hooks, Cheryl Wall, Gayl 
Wilentz, Carolyn Cooper, Carole Boyce Davies, and Marlene Nourbese Phillip as well 
as Mary Helen Washington and Barbara Christian. For-example, Collins, argues that
28 Beatrice Amaryll Chanady, ‘The Territorialization of the Imaginary in Latin America: Self- 
Affirmation and Resistance to Metropolitan Paradigms5, Magical Realism: Theory, History, 
Community,eds. Lois P. Zamora, and Wendy B. Faris, 133-8.
29 Helene Cixous, and Catherine Clement, The Newly Born Woman, trans. Betsy Wing (Minneapolis: U  
o f Minnesota P, 1993), 3-39.
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only diasporic women can “feel the iron” that enters Black women's souls, because they 
are the only group that has experienced race, gender and class oppression.30 How 
significant and crucial does this multiple thrust render women's writing? How significant 
is the intersection of race, gender and class?
Karla F. C. Holloway refines this perspective in critical terms when she 
states that the supernatural “figuration that is accomplished in these texts is one that 
revises the familiar structures of memory and implicates a pretext for black women's 
writing that would address the significance of their race, culture, and gender.” She goes 
on to argue that the perspective “of the ethnophilosopher, who values the metaphyscial, 
the mythic, and the different past in African cultures, is a position that the literary 
theorist should adopt.”31 Carole Boyce Davies has also pointed to the intersections of 
race, class and gender as symbolised by the “migratory” female subject of the diaspora 
and she has called for plural comparative and relational analyses of the female text.32 
Gayl Wilentz argues for a close scrutiny of “female modes of cultural production” and 
the creation of a neologized “oraliterature” (oral literature) and a “mothering practice” of 
the transmission of esoteric female historiographies.33
j0 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics o f  
Empowerment, Perspectives on Gender, vol 2 (London: Routledge, 1991), 33-4. Also see Bell Hooks, 
Talking Back: thinking feminist-thinking black (London: Sheba Feminist Publishers, 1989), 145. See 
also Cheryl A. Wall, ‘Taking Positions and Changing Words’, in Changing Our Own Words: Essays 
On Criticism, Theory, And Writing By Black Women, ed. Cheryl A Wall (London:Routledge, 1990), 2- 
3. Gay Wilentz, Binding Cultures: Black Women Writers in Africa and the Diaspora (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1992), xii-xiv. Also see Carolyn Cooper, ‘"Something Ancestral Recaptured": Spirit 
Possession as Trope in Selected Feminist Fictions o f the African Diaspora’, in Motherlands: Black 
Women’s Writing fi'om Africa, the Caribbean and South Asia, ed. Shushiela Nasta (London: The 
Women’s P, 1991), 64-5. Carole Boyce Davies, Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations o f the 
Subject (London: Routledge, 1994), 21-2. Marlene Nourbese Philip, 'Managing the Unmanageable’, in 
Caribbean Women Writers: Essays from The First International Conference, April, 1988, Wellesley 
College,ed. Selwyn R. Cudjoe (Wellesley, Mass: Calaloux Publications, 1990), 299. Mary Helen 
Washington, Invented Lives: Narratives O f Black Women 1860-1960, ed. Mary Helen Washington 
(London: Virago P, 1989), 295-300. Barbara Christian, Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on 
Black Women Writers (Hew York: Pergamon P, 1985), 2-3. 
jl Holloway, Moorings and Metaphors, 70.
32 Boyce Davies, Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations o f the Subject, 17.
Wilentz, Binding Cultures: Black Women Writers in Africa and the Diaspora, xxix-xxxiii and xiii-
xv.
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These critics, along with Barbara Christian and Marlene Nourbese 
Phillip, see the “reality” of the female novel as a multivalent space or spaces where 
battles are fought in a magical landscape with and through die language of the colonial 
master. In the female diasporic text, the word assumes magical properties, is endowed 
with a performative ethic and layers of esoteric meaning running counter to liberal 
humanist definitions. In these texts, the world is subverted, refigured and 
metamorphosed to represent the plural thematic currents in the novel regarding 
empowerment, identity and gender. Submerged discourses surrounding race, class and 
gender are articulated in diverse fashion, as Grace Nichols has noted.34 The female text 
reshapes “given” historiographies and interrogates the past assigned to the diasporic 
subject. The mythologies of the Western world are challenged and hegemonic, 
homogenous discourses disabled through the diverse employment of the supernatural 
female.
In order to carry out this project, many authors have had to perform 
anthropological "excavations" as Toni Morrison would term them, unearthing female 
slave narratives, and going into rural areas of America and the Caribbean, like Zora 
Neale Hurston, to record oral literature. They had to plumb the depths of their own 
imaginations to record new mythologies of the female subject in the twentieth century.35 
Lydia Cabrera, Alfred Metraux, Maureen Wamer-Lewis, J.D. Elder, Houston A. Baker 
Jr and Morton Marks have performed such Pan-African and diasporic-inscribed 
fieldwork and their findings will afford anthropological models for this study, in addition 
to work earned out by Ifi Amadiume, Maya Deren, and Margaret Thompson Drewal.
’4 Grace Nichols, ‘The Battle with Language’, in Cudjoe, Caribbean Women Writers: Essays from The 
First International Conference, 283-9.
‘l5 Gloria Naylor and Toni Morrison, ‘A Conversation’, in Southern Review 2:21 (1985), 567-77. Also 
see Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men (New York: Harper & Row, c l990). See also Zora Neale 
Hurston, Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings, ed. Cheryl A. Wall. (New York: Libraiy o f America, 
cl 995).
'lC> See Lydia Cabrera, El Monte: Igbo ■ Finda ■ Ewe Orisha ■ Vititi Nfinda (Notas sobre las religiones,
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The work of Melville Herskovits and Roger Bastide also afford insights into the novels 
under scrutiny and inform die methodology of this study.37 All the aforementioned 
andiropologists focus 011 the "Marvelous Real" reality of Africa and her diaspora, 
highlighting the pantheons of deities and spirits which inform the eveiyday lives of 
individuals and communities in these societies. Dreams and dream-messages, the linking 
of affliction to spiritual causation, possession-trance and the body as "horse" or vehicle 
for divine expression, all these characteristics of diasporic society are recorded both in 
the anthropological diasporic female text. The enunciation of this spiritual reality runs 
counter to the Western school of realism or realist thought, and in this regard it shares 
many similarities to the modernist and post-modernist literary movements.
Randall Stevenson defines modernism as the movement in the early 
years of the twentieth century, reaching its apex after the First World War in the 
twenties, which privileged the subconscious areas of the mind. Citing Freud, Einstein 
and Nietzsche's influences on authors such as James Joyce, D.H. Lawrence and Virginia 
Woolf, Stevenson clearly delineates the main characteristics o f modernism which 
coincide so markedly with diasporic women’s writing.38 Streams of consciousness, 
interior monologues, challenges to scientific chronological time and received 
historiographies, the airing of female voices in the novel, the total reshaping of language 
and the registers of diverse viewpoints in a single object or issue, the unreliable narrator 
and the general questioning of reality, all coincide with die preoccupations of the 
diasporic novel.
la magia, las superstitiones y  el folklore de los negros criollosy el pueblo de Cuba) (Miami: Coleccion 
de Chichereku, 1986), and Alfred Metraux, Voodoo in Haiti (London: Andre Deutsch, 1959), Wamer- 
Lewis, Guinea ’s Other Suns and Jacob D. Elder, African Survivals Jn Trinidad And Tobago (London: 
KariaP, 1988).
j7 Ifi Amadiume, Male daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society (London: 
Zed Books, 1987). Maya Deren, Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods o f Haiti (New York: McPherson, 
1970). Margaret Thompson Drewal, ‘Dancing for Ogufi in Yorubaland and in Brazil’, in Africa’s 
Ogun: Old World and New, ed. Sandra Thompson Barnes (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1989), 199-234. 
18 Randall Stevenson, Modernist Fiction: An Introduction (Herts: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992), 3-15.
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Modernism is not so much an attack on realism as the realisation of the 
inadequacy of realism and the need for new forms of narratives. Here, it is pertinent to 
ask what particular brand of modernism or post-modernism novels under scrutiny 
represent. Modernism's break with realism, its attacks on the nineteenth century 
chronological, sequential narratives of an individual's life and its further attacks on the 
imperial expansionist master-narrative (for example Conrad) all speak to inversions of 
time and space so characteristic of Black female writing. The self-reflexive tendencies of 
the modernist writer and her foregrounding of theory and the role of the artist in the 
novel, are all echoed in the Black Aesthetic theoretical framework.
Linda Hutcheon, in The Poetics o f  Postmodernism, lucidly portrays this 
movement’s propensities towards self-reflexiveness and the incorporation of the very 
doctrines and issues it seeks to challenge.39 Seeking to erase boundaries, the post­
modernist ethic is an inclusive one, recognising race, class, sex, gender and the so-called 
“periphery”. Otherness is therefore deemed sameness and this enterprise serves to 
“rework and rethink” what she terms the “forms and contents of the past”. She argues 
that post-modernism subverts historical conventions by working within them and that 
post-modern novels challenge the uniforming tendencies of mass culture by employing 
mult-narratives in the text, “literary-historical, psychoanalytical, theological- 
philosophical and popular-cultural”.
The resultant complications of the narrative modes and narrative voices 
raises the question of the legitimation of knowledge, and the presence of the past". 
Hutcheon argues that the past can only be known through its textualities and challenged 
through the disabling of totalising narratives. She acknowledges that much of this work 
has been preformed by Affican-diasporic women writers. However, Nelly Richard
''9 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics O f Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 1988), 4-9.
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sounds a warning note when she states that in subsuming the periphery and denying 
difference, the post-modern appears to deny the action of slavery and colonialism on the 
"peripheral” subject. Richard argues that this seemingly egalitarian perspective blurs the 
distinctions between historical experiences to the extent that it falsifies history in 
attempting to challenge it.40 In any event, post-modernism's challenge to totalising 
narratives, its plural investigations of textualisations of the past and the historic figures 
inhabiting it, are all preoccupations of diasporic women writers.
Simon During delineates post-modemism’s features and the unreliable 
post-modernist condition41 During acknowledges, as does Hutcheon, the paradoxes 
inherent in the post-modernist literary stance, its ironic and "parodic recalls” of the 
historic figure, its exposure of the myth-making machinery of historiography, its hybrid 
essence and intense interrogations and questioning of discourse, authority and power 42 
The resultant discordant but investigative novel can be easily aligned with the fluid 
diasporic novel which is also informed by the interrogation of identity, gender and 
empowerment.
Finally, this study's theoretical framework is informed by oral literature 
recorded and evaluated in the diaspora and based on the female supernatural figure. The 
figures to be foregrounded are the Soucouyant and Rider, types of vampires who shed 
their skins at night and suck the blood of innocent victims. They deal with the devil and 
have the ability to fly. Their dual origin in both myth and reality (real Soucouyants are 
thought to exist in communities in the Caribbean and America.), speak to their enduring 
popularity and importance as a diverse symbol of female resistance to imperially or 
patriarchally-inscribed modes of behaviour. The Soucouyant's esoteric essence and
40 Nelly Richard, ‘Postmodernism and Periphery’, in Postmodernism: A Reader, ed. Thomas Docherty, 
trans of essay. Nick Caistor (Herts: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), 468-70.
41 Simon During, ‘Postmodernism or Post-colonialism Today’, in Docherty, “P o stm o d ern ism A  
Reader, 448-50.
A2 Ibid., 451.
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propensity for metamorphosis acts as a sturdy symbol which illuminates the narrative 
strategies of the diasporic female novel.
The study also foregrounds La Jablesse and the Jack Mulatta because of 
their ability to lure the unwary into the woods and mountains of the New World and 
their propensity to laugh at their victims susceptibility to the power of the African- 
diasporic metaphysical being. The figures’ ability to metamorphose and lead the male 
into piquant illustrates the tactics that the women writers use in their novels and which 
their female protagonists employ hi their unreliable narratives. The very ambivalence of 
these metaphysical figures towards their communities also underscores then* usefulness 
as a trope regarding the exploration of the double-consciousness of the Affican-diasporic 
New World subject. This ambivalence is used by these modernist and post-modernist 
writers to highlight the contradictions inherent in these figures’ very being. These 
contradictions constitute part of the theoretical framework to be posited in this study, and 
serve to raise important questions surrounding identity, gender and empowerment.
This study will address the central question of why Affican-diasporic 
women writers employ the supernatural to illuminate their historical and contemporary 
experiences. It draws on an oral literature centred around the female figure that has 
hitherto not been extensively recorded and evaluated. It will contribute to its field by 
first, conducting a comparative study of the female figure in the oral literature of two 
regions, the Caribbean and the United States, and using the findings from a relational 
study to determine points of convergence in the two literatures. Secondly, it extrapolates 
thematic currents and narrative structural principles from the employments of the female 
figure in the literature and relates these to the written text. This study will chart the 
emergence of the female supernatural figure in the literature of the diaspora and examine 
its employment to articulate widely divergent thematic issues in the texts. The study's 
pinpointing of a strand of submerged literary influences will contribute to the critic's
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richer reading of the gendered text and generally to a deeper understanding of the 
esoteric forces still at work and impacting on the literature and lives of Affican-diasporic 
women writers.
Extensive fieldwork was carried out at the University of the West Indies, 
St. Augustine, Trinidad, Grenada, Caniacou and amongst the Caribbean community in 
England, between the years 1996-2003. Formal and informal interviews were employed, 
and all conversations were recorded on cassette with the objective of collecting and 
collating myths, legends, songs, chants, and tales concerning the Soucoyant and La 
Jablesse. The sources for data collection included books, journals, and informants in the 
field. These sources allowed the testing of hypotheses and the forming of conclusions, 
based on sound evidence. They also enabled the formation of pertinent questions and the 
opportunity to interrogate assumptions. The data collection greatly assisted my work in 
that it provided a firm empirical and epistemological basis for the arguments contained 
in this thesis.
Chapter 1 provides die background to the study and the female 
metaphysical figure's operation in the African oral literature. It also delineates the oral 
literature's transfer to the New World and the transformations affected by diasporic 
Africans in light of their new social circumstances and needs. The chapter then 
extensively documents examples of the female figure's discourses in the oral literature of 
the two regions under study, die Caribbean and the United States, in order to exemplify 
the oral literature's transformations.
Chapter 2 records the processes of transformation affected in die 
diasporic literary canon on the female metaphysical figure. It then goes on to focus 
comparatively on the specifically American supernatural figure o f the Rider and Jack 
Mulatta and the use made of related Caribbean figurations in the works of die female 
African-American authors, Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison.
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Chapter 3 contains a comparative analysis of the female metaphysical 
figure's transformation in the works of the white Creole-Caribbean writer, Jean Rhys. It 
investigates her employment of the Soucouyant's narratives in the written text and the 
transformations she affects. This is compared with the use of the Rider in the female 
African-American canon in order to determine the differences in imaginative 
conceptualisation and textual revisionings.
Chapter 4 focuses on the use of the female metaphysical figure in the 
works of a Caribbean-American and African-Carib woman writer, namely Paule 
Marshall and Jamaica Kincaid. Again, the findings are compared with the employment 
of the figure by African-American women writers.
Finally, Chapter 5 investigates the implications of the findings and 
provides a comparative analysis of the oral literature from the two regions. It also 
focuses on further differences and similarities between the metaphysical female 
protagonists of the texts under study in relation to the different socio-political 
circumstances o f the women writers themselves. To conclude, the final chapter suggests 
avenues for further research on the African-diasporic female metaphysical figure.
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Chapter One:The Genesis of the Female Metaphysical Figure in Africa and Her 
Evolution in the Slave Societies of the New World
To explore the presence, impact and significance of female supernatural figures in the 
work of diasporic women writers is to encounter an old and continuing debate about 
the nature and precise impact of spiritual, cultural and oral traditions transferred from 
Africa to the Americas. In spite of careful research by scholars like Herskovits, 
Bastide, Elder, Verger and Warner-Lewis, which has documented the degree to which 
African languages, images and oral and spiritual traditions were retained in the 
Americas, there are still scholars who continue to minimise both the extent of these 
influences and the significance of their transformations.43
For instance, Nourbese Philip argues that trans-Atlantic slavery 
heralded the loss of African languages in the diaspora. She also contends that the 
“word” fuels the image, therefore:
With the withering of the word... .not only did the images die
but the capacity to create in one’s own image died also 44
For Nourbese Philip this disruption between the word and the image was further 
compounded by the forcible installation of alternative images by the colonial master 
and the imposition of a European language semantically, culturally and 
“etymologically hostile” to the female diasporic subject. These subjects were so 
removed from any autonomy regarding their power to devise, generate and 
manipulate indigenous imagery, that they no longer understood the latter. Forced to
4j Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth O f The Negro Past (Boston: Beacon P, 1990), 2-6. Also see 
Melville Herskovits, and Frances S. Herskovits, Trinidad Village (New York: Octagon Books, 1964), 
224-55. Roger Bastide, African Civilisations In The New World, trans. Peter Green (London: C. Hurst, 
1971) 115-22. Also see Elder, Afi'ican Survivals In Trinidad And Tobago, and Pierre Verger, Notes Sur 
Le Culte Des Oripa et Vodun a Bahia, la Baie de tous les Saints, an Bresil et a L 'ancienne Cote des 
Esclaves en Af'ique, Memoires de L’Institut Frangais D ’Afrique Noire. 51 (Dakar: Ifan, 1957) and 
Maureen Warner-Lewis, Guinea’s Other Suns.
44 Marlene Nourbese Philip, ‘The Absence o f Writing or How I Almost Became a Spy’, in Out o f the 
Kumbla: Caribbean Woman and Literature, eds. Carole Boyce Davies, and Elaine Savory Fido (New 
Jersey: Africa World P, 1990), 277.
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speak in a language ill-equipped to express her historical and contemporaneous
experiences, the New World subject found herself unable to generate the images
expressive of her unique condition. And for Nourbese Philip the word is central to the
generation of imagery and the image is the “DNA” of creative writing. I argue on the
contrary that the somatic and ritual are just as central to African and diasporic cultures
and, for such culture the image is often located in the metaphysical. In my view,
Nourhese Philip underestimates the diverse strategies employed by cultures in crisis
to survive attempts at “linguistic rape”. For such cultures the word went underground
along with the image and resurfaced in clandestine form. As Russell Ames puts it,
“ Got one mind for white folks to see, ‘Nother for what I know is me.”45
A similar premise of linguistic and ideographic loss is embedded in
Gilroy’s perspective in The Black Atlantic.46 As he argues, regionally-premised,
gender and racially-inscribed discourses are ultimately akin to fascism, exhibiting a
“volkish cultural nationalism” in tune with the racist Right’s. Africans of the diaspora,
Gilroy argues, have a mixed heritage, both culturally and ethnically, and to portray
African historical acts as racially motivated and ethnically exclusive, is to
misrepresent history. Arguing for the inclusion of diversity in racial and ethnic terms,
Gilroy deems racist all discourses premised on racial exclusivity.
Ironically, Gilroy fails to take into account that trans-Atlantic slavery
was premised on racial exclusivity and that while Europeans and Africans may have
lived side by side, deep gulfs existed between them culturally. He fails to
acknowledge what Houston Baker terms:
the primacy of nonmaterial transactions of the New World 
[which] led to a privileging of the roles and figures of
45 Russell Ames, ‘Protest and Irony in Negro Folksong’, in Dundes, Mother Wit From The Laughing 
Barrel, 489.
46 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London: Verso, 1993), 3-17.
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medicine men, griots, conjurers, or priestesses.47
In seeking to generate an egalitarian “hybrid” discourse, Gilroy merely succeeds in 
continuing the long established tradition of glossing over the African-diasporic female 
subject and her particularistic, racially-inscribed metaphysical discourse.
Meanwhile, Cleaver argues from a different angle, that the oral 
literature of African-diasporic peoples exhibits a deep-seated, mimicked self-loathing 
learnt at the knee of slavery and colonialism.48 In his view, sayings such as “If you’re 
white you’re all right, if  you’re brown stick around; but if  you’re black-GET 
BACK!”, form the theoretical core of diasporic oral literature along with the belief 
that darker-skinned women are the most sexually voracious and most innately violent. 
However, a great deal of research by historians, folklorists and literary critics, from 
which this thesis takes its cue, has already yielded insights, which counter Cleaver’s 
one-dimensional view.
Newbell Niles Puckett, for example counters these arguments by 
pointing out the range of attitudes towards blackness to be uncovered in the oral 
literature o f diasporic Africans and the complexity of the responses to racism 
embedded therein. His very extensive and pioneering research into the African 
retentions among southern African-Americans in the 1920s and 30s informs this 
view 49 Alan Dundes, the acclaimed collector of oral literature both in the Caribbean 
and America, also focuses on the multi-faceted attitudes to Africa and mixed race. He 
underlines the many registers of the oral literature itself, arguing that scholars are hard 
put to establish a set attitude on any topic in the repertoire of songs, ballads, tales, 
riddles and rhymes:
47 Houston A. Baker, Jr, ‘There Is No More Beautiful Way: Theoiy and the Poetics o f Afro-American 
Women’s Writing’, in Afro-American Literary Study In The 1990s, eds. Houston A. Baker, Jr, and 
Patricia Redmond (Chicago: Tire U of Chicago P, 1989), 135-6.
48 Eldridge Cleaver, ‘As Crinkly as Yours’, in Dundes, Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel, 10-12.
49 Newbell Niles Puckett, ‘Race Pride & Folklore’, in Ibid., 5-8.
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Folklore per se is neither good nor evil. It can be used to 
promote either group pride or group shame. The fact that 
folklore reflects racism should come as no surprise. To the 
extent that there is racism in American society, one would 
expect that American folklore, both black and white, 
would reflect this racism.50
In addition, Henry Louis Gates Junior has focused on the rhetorical 
nature of much oral literature and he delineates the “two-faced” nature of it in his The 
Signifying Monkey.51 All three scholars’ research centres closely on the unearthing of 
African retentions in America and the reconfigurations of African oral literature 
affected in the diaspora. In this regard, the focus of their work is strongly reflected in 
the research o f Maureen Warner-Lewis in the Caribbean.52
Warner-Lewis’s intense research among the Y oruba of Trinidad is a 
testament to the degree to which African languages, and therefore images, were 
secretly retained:
[U]p to the early 1970s, in both Trinidad and Jamaica, 
there existed people who recognised descent from Africans 
whose arrival was so recent that they were remembered by 
physique, facial markings, language, and indigenous 
names. In large part, these Africans were brought to the 
Caribbean as indentured laborers subsequent on the 
abolition of the slave trade in 1807.53
Having absorbed the immediacy of these Africans and the tales they brought with
them, diasporic oral literature is dynamic and has been continuously revised over time
and space.
Although the above scholars have carried out work of immense 
value, there are still serious omissions regarding the role of the female and the nature
50 Alan Dundes, ‘Folk <fc Lore’, in Ibid., 2.
51 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 45-8.
52 Warner-Lewis, Guinea’s Other Suns, 1-186.
53 Ibid , 1
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of her spiritual agency. Some advances have nevertheless been made in this direction 
by others. Louise Bennett has also uncovered the extent to which African words have 
permeated the everyday discourse of the Caribbean and she has recorded a glossary of 
such words, both in her poems and written commentaries.54 The satirical and ironic 
thrust of a great deal o f oral narrative derives from the African-diasporic context and 
houses what Rex Nettleford calls the “love of sorority” so common in African oral 
literature.55 Bennett’s early portrayal of non-felicitous figures from the oral literature, 
and their subtle expression of harsh socio-economic matters, was indeed pioneering.
Houston Baker, writing in the context of African-American culture, 
recognises the retention of the image. He focuses on the narratives that the conjure 
woman generates as the imaginative source for the literary expression of the African- 
American woman writer.56 He states that this spiritual basis provides women writers 
with empowering imagery that serves to mediate the socio-political issues peculiar to 
the female historical experience in America. However, Baker’s belief/perception that 
the spiritual agency o f female “workers” and conjurers expressed itself in felicitous 
images, takes a rather limited view of the dual possibilities for healing and cursing 
involved in spiritual work and conjuring.
For instance, he argues that “mythomania”, a type of 
pharmacopoeally-based spirit work, traditionally performed by conjure priestesses or 
“two-headed doctors”, forms the basis of spiritual agency in the Americas. According 
to Baker, two-headed doctors’, as conjure women are called, laid the basis in terms of 
methodology and ideology for the creative writers of the diaspora and because they 
drew on a healing, kindly script, the images they employed are necessarily
54 See for example, the poem Louise Bennett,‘Bans O' Killing’, Jamaica Labrish: Jamaica Dialect 
Poems (Novelty Trading Co in association with Sangster’s Book Stores Jamaica, 1966), 218-19.
55 Rex Nettleford, Preface, Ibid., 16-17.
56 Baker, Jr, ‘There Is No More Beautiful Way: Theoiy and the Poetics o f Afro-American Women’s 
Writing’, in Baker and Redmond, Afro-American Literary Study In The 1990s, 135-6.
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felicitous.57 Baker insists that the image of the conjure woman denotes female
metaphysical power and the ability to override patriarchal ideologies and conflate
empowering spiritual narratives:
The powers of conjure to provide guidelines, controls, 
motivation, and remedies for a black vernacular 
community grow out of the ancient, authentic African 
origins of its practices. These powers are mightily 
enhanced, however by the poetic image of conjure in 
Afro-American culture. The image is most scintillating 
and liberating when it appears as the Mambo, priestess, 
or conjure woman rising...
Here, Baker recognises the healing and restorative powers of conjure but ignores its 
ability to curse at the same time. This dual propensity is very much embedded in the 
powers of conjure and can be traced back to its ancient origins in West Africa.
Indeed, Zora Neale Hurston points to this duality as she enumerates the 
formulae of Hoodoo doctors in Mules and Men.59 She illustrates their work with 
subtitles like “For Bad Work” and “To Kill or Harm”, recognising both the restorative 
and the adversarial dimensions of conjuring. The significance of conjuring and the 
ways in which its dualities were expressed in spiritual practices and imaginative 
literature in the Americas differ in regional variety, but are fundamentally similar in 
terms o f their ancient origins and the dominance of female esoteric figures. Since the 
nature of their configurations and powers depended on transformations in particular 
slave societies, it is necessary to begin this exploration by looking at female
57 Ibid., 154.
58 Houston A. Baker, Jr, Workings o f the Spirit: The Poetics o f Afro-American Women’s Writing 
(Chicago: TheU of Chicago P, 1991), 93-4.
59 Hurston, Mules and Men, 273-6.
metaphysical figurations in the context of African society generally.
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The Female Metaphysical Figure In Africa And The New World
The example of female metaphysical figurations to be cited stem from the Yoriiba 
community of Nigeria. This area of Africa has been selected for the following 
reasons. A  very high percentage of New World slaves were transported from this 
region and spread throughout the diaspora, in areas such as Cuba, Haiti, America and 
Brazil. Intense activity concerning slavery took place in the nineteenth century, 
largely due to internal wars and large numbers of Yoriiba were imported into the 
diaspora. Furthermore, under the system of indentureship in the Caribbean, tens of 
thousands more arrived in the New World. Even where the descendants of Yoriibas 
were numerically outnumbered by other tribes, their religion, based on the veneration 
of the ori$a> had a great and lasting impact. Most importantly, the Yoriiba people 
afford an example of metaphysical female power from which the diasporic 
configurations, both real and fictive, largely stem.
The correlation that this thesis attempts to make between the 
metaphysical powers embodied in the female metaphysical figure in Yoriibaland and 
the diaspora are therefore appropriate and valid. The Y oriiba definition of a “witch” 
focuses on the ambiguity of her ethical position and the divine source of her 
metaphysical power. Awolalu, in Yoruba Beliefs and Sacrificial Rites, argues that 
‘‘witches” are real rather than imaginary and that they act in concert.60 So great is the 
female metaphysical figure’s power that an anti-non-felicitous metaphysical figure 
group, the Ay dal a, punish their excesses. Awolalu states that these powerful non-
60 Qmpsade J. Awolalu, Yoruba Beliefs And Sacrificial Rites (London: Longman, 1979), 82-6.
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felicitous female metaphysical figures operate irrationally and select their victims 
indiscriminately. It is not unusual therefore for them to practice infanticide and their 
aim is to suck the blood of their victims. The Yoriiba believe that female 
metaphysical figures can change their shape, usually taking on that of nocturnal birds 
such as owls. This ability to metamorphose and the formidable power wielded by 
these beings, ensures that they are feared and held in awe. Their nocturnal gatherings 
by the banks of rivers, at crossroads and at the foot of certain trees, are, as Awolalu 
explains, called AJq and is evidence of then* organisational ability.
AbimbQla, arguing horn another standpoint, emphasises the divine 
origin of these beings who will henceforth be termed Oloju M eji, a Y oruba term 
reflecting the female gender and the dual nature of the metaphysical being.61 He states 
that the Oloju M eji were present before the creation of humans, along with the 
deities, but that they constituted a separate group outside the jurisdiction of the latter. 
In his examination of sixteen poems of Ifa, he reveals die Aje, as he calls them, or 
Oloju M eji as cunning female deities whose linguistic dexterity is so great that in 
one of the poems they manage to outwit Q runm lla , the deity of divination. Indeed, 
A bim bpla’s analysis suggests that the Olojd M eji do not hesitate to attack the 
deities. In lfa’s text, Q rdnm ila  himself states; “Only my O ri will save me from the 
hands of the witches!”62
All-powerful and with gifts to create mischief bestowed on them by the 
Supreme Being, Olodum are, the Olojd M eji are, according to the verses, centrally 
opposed to human society. A bim bpla asserts that Yoriiba society has a value system
61 Wande Abimbpla, Sixteen Great Poems o f  Ifa, trans. Wande A bim bgla (S.I. UNESCO, 1975), 
292-4.
62 Ibid,, 306.
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dependent on ow o  (money), qjtiq (children) and a ik u  (long life), the last being key
to the successful accomplishment of the other two. The Iy a m i  (Our Mothers), A j4  or
Oloju M eji as they are called, are eternally opposed to a ik u  and can take the form of
E14y$ (bird people) in order to carry out their deadly missions against it.63
Traditionally then, the Oloju M eji have always challenged both
secular and temporal authority. Even Q runm ila , when threatened, had to appease
them with eese (the liver and intestines of animals). These beings love palm-oil,
animal and human intestines and liver. As A bim bgla states:
When used for sacrifice against the ajg, palm-oil is 
believed to be a substitute for the blood of the supplicant.
The aje are believed to like sucking blood but if palm-oil is 
offered to them for sacrifice, they may accept it instead of 
human blood.64
Awolalu asserts that these beings rub an ointment on their skins to render themselves 
invisible and AbimbQla states that palm-oil is sacred to them.65 Indeed, the Oloju  
M eji’s association with gastronomy is not incidental and contains coded 
ethnobotanical information (exploited to a deadly degree by enslaved Africans in the 
diaspora), usually associated with poisonous substances:
The anvil became so old and worn-out that it’s size 
was reduced to that of a needle.
The needle-sized iron became old and so worn-out that 
it was reduced to the size of a horse’s tail hair....
I passed through seven forests,
Seven wildernesses.
I met one old, worn-out woman.
She put boiled and crushed yam in palmoil on her right.66 
Horse’s hair, when mixed into food and consumed, acts like needles and lacerates the 
insides. It is significant that the code regarding poisons immediately precedes the
63 Ibid., 292-4.
64 Ibid,, 294.
65 Ibid., 294 and Awolalu, Yoruba Beliefs And Sacrificial Rites, 85.
66 Abim bgla, Sixteen Great Poems o f I f  a, 119.
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appearance of the Oloju M eji in the verses. Additionally, because salt is regarded as 
an orderly and lucky substance and used in Yoriiba rituals to protect, it is anathema 
to the Oloju M eji and can disable them. Furthermore, because the beings can “eat 
raw liver without vomiting”, salt is all the more vital as a protective device against 
their attacks.
The Oloju M eji then must be outwitted, appeased and courted because 
of their great powers and deep knowledge of herbalism, and their ability to affect both 
physical and spiritual ernes. Hemy and Margaret Drewal state that the Oloju M eji 
attack at night, causing stillbirths, infertility, and false pregnancy.67 In combating 
them, the society protects itself but, as the Drewals acknowledge, to obliterate them is 
never the aim:
According to Yoruba belief, the concentration of vital 
force in women creates extraordinary potential that can 
manifest itself in both positive and. negative ways. Terms 
such as oloju meji, “one with two faces”, abaara meji 
“one with two bodies,” alaawo m eji, “one of two colors,” 
aptly express this duality and allude to the alleged powers 
o f transformation attributed to certain women. ...68
These elderly women and priestesses are considered neither antisocial nor the
personification of evil. Rather they form an important segment of the population in
any town and tend to be shown much respect and affection.
In attempting to explain the source of this duality, the Drewals argue
that among the Y oruba women are believed to harbour innate metaphysical
properties and the Oldju M eji exemplify this “female suzerainty” during the
67 Drewal, Thompson Drewal, G$l$d§: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 74. Louis Brenner 
makes the point that the “welfare of the living community”, depends on what he terms an “appropriate 
relationship”, with these metaphysical forces. Very importantly, he states that the community must 
fulfil certain obligations to them but the human community can also manipulate them. Louis Brenner, 
f The Esoteric Paradigm’, ts, School o f Oriental and African Studies, London, 1993, n.p.g.
68 Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, GpJpd$: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 74.
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performance/ritual of G$l$d?. This is a multimedia spectacle but is ultimately what 
the Drewals term “a celebration of female power”. In this spectacle the Oloju M eji 
are seen to be “the owners of the gods” and their propensity to change shape is 
emphasised, as are their powers of flight.69
Karin Barber corroborates this idea of female power and explains that 
in Yoriiba society women are seen as innate channellers of esoteric forces of which 
“possession5 is a supreme expression,70 But it is Janice Boddy who attempts to link 
women's socio-economic marginality and their dominance of possession cults.71 She 
has argued that women's marginality in these areas makes them prone to illness, and 
because illness in Africa is often accorded a spiritual causation, women are more 
prone to make contact with the esoteric world. In his turn, Edward Ardener, when 
considering the mermaid deity possession cult of Cameroon, highlights the centrality 
of the illness-initiation complex among African women.72 He argues that the cultural 
concepts underpinning female ideologies have been ignored by largely male 
ethnographers. Ardener insists that this has led to distortions regarding women’s 
spiritual agency and a hiatus in the representation of their views. He argues that the 
mermaid cult o f Cameroon affords women greater autonomy, due to the cult’s 
freedom to formulate laws o f its own, and the status that membership o f a spiritual 
body confers.
Furthermore, Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb in their essay on
69 Ibid., 7-11.
70 Karin Barber, ‘Orlkl, Women And The Proliferation And Merging o f Ori?a’, in Africa 60:3 (1990), 
328-30.
71 Janice Boddy, Wombs and Alien Spirits: Women, Men, and the Zar Cult in Northern Sudan 
(Wisconsin: TheU of Wisconsin P, 1989), 141-2.
72 Edward Ardener, ‘Belief and the Problem of women’, in Perceiving Women, ed. Shirley Ardener 
(London: Malaby P, 1975), 1-17.
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concepts surrounding the African female body, argue that it harbours 
ethnoastronomical properties.73 For instance, they insist that the female African body 
harbours innate metaphysical properties which allow it to be responsive to possession- 
trance and other altered states. Frederic Lamp underlines this argument by presenting 
a picture o f Temne women of Sierra Leone which contradicts Western concepts of the 
female body. For example, his perception that the African female body’s biological 
functions, such as menstruation, are affected by the motion of the cosmos, principally 
the moon.74 Along with John Blacking, he argues that this body harbours “inner 
forces” and that transcendental states are privileged in such societies.75 These 
arguments point to the duality inherent in the female African body and to its particular 
ability to accommodate the metaphysical. They also recall the Oloju M e ji’s ability to 
articulate a dual discourse, one evident (the secular) and one clandestine (the 
esoteric).
What is important for the purposes of my thesis is to determine how 
the combination of women’s spiritual power and social standing translated into the 
various slave communities in the Americas and how well the spiritual powers of 
female esoteric figures were put to use and transformed. It is easy to surmise that the 
Olojd M ejH  somatic discourse would have been intelligible to vast numbers of 
enslaved Africans. Her flight pattern, her tracking of victims in the community, her 
sucking of human blood and her ability to metamorphose into birds and other 
nocturnal animals and metaphysical beings would have been familiar to millions of 
Africans captured and sold into slavery in the New World. Even more important
7j Thomas Buckley, and Alma Gottlieb, ‘A Critical Appraisal of Theories of menstrual Symbolism’, in 
Blood Magic: The Anthropology o f  Mensti'uation, eds. Thomas Buckley, and Alma Gottlieb 
(California: U of California P, 1988), 34-47.
74 Frederick Lamp, ‘Heavenly Bodies: Menses, Moon and Rituals o f License among the Temne of  
Sierra Leone’, in Ibid., 210-31.
75 John Blacking, ‘Towards an Anthropology of The Body’, in The Anthropology o f  The Body, ed. John 
Blacking (London: Academic P, 1977), 7 and 13.
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would have been the secret knowledge of her second face, her oppositional stance to 
authority and ability to metamorphose in order to evade capture. Also, her knowledge 
of poisons, her ability to disrupt the reproductive organs o f the female body, and her 
knowledge of discourses concerning infanticide, rebellion, self-definition and 
determination would conceivably be common knowledge among African women in 
the diaspora.
Extemporisations on the Oloju M eji found in the Americas are 
different yet related figurations who acted as mediators between enslaved Africans 
and their hellish environment.76 In the physical and cultural discontinuities of diaspora 
experience these female esoteric figures mediated between displaced deities and 
displaced communities. They also mediated between lost homelands and the new 
territories and, most importantly, between dehumanised individuals and more 
powerful metaphysical beings and realms. Present in the slaves' past but very much a 
being of the contemporary situation, the refigured Olojd M eji was conversant with 
her inheritance but knew that she had to deploy her skills in the new exacting 
environment of the diaspora.
Here the revised figures, along with their oral literature, were 
circumscribed not only by strictures contained in slave laws such as the Code Noir, 
but also by the socio-economic circumstances of the diaspora.77 They had to adapt in 
order to survive and metamorphose into new metaphysical configurations capable o f 
deflating racist ideologies and conflating African-derived systems of resistance in 
order to initiate resistance. The Olojd M eji were therefore transmuted to challenge 
the officially-sanctioned doctrine of white supremacy and systematic exploitation o f
76 The Soucouyant and Rider are female metaphysical figures found in the oral literature of the 
Caribbean and America, respectively.
77 Antoine Gisler, L ’Escavage aux Antilles fi-angaises: (XVIP-XDf siecle) (Paris: Editions Karthala, 
1965), 19-33.
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the female body. Therefore, the tradition of non-felicitous figurations was to develop 
along specifically gendered lines in the characters of the Soucouyant, Rider, La 
Jablesse and Jack Mulatta. These real and oral literary diasporic figures became 
emblematic of the region into which they had been transported. Violent, aggressive, 
merciless and endowed with great powers, the two figures reflected the holocaustic 
environment women lived in and their discourses became increasingly premised on 
such themes as infanticide, matricide, abortion and coercive sexual relations.
Witnesses to slavery and intimately linked to its operations, (because 
so many esoteric leaders were sold into bondage), these figures revealed its worst 
effects on the female psyche. However, they also transformed its victims into healers 
by performing acts of transformation on the very site of enslavement, “Behind Backra 
House”, where slave cabins were sited. By utilising, magnifying and revising the 
disassociate state of possession, the figurations were able to address issues directly 
related to combating the evils of slavery, such as high infant mortality and rape. 
Possession became a private rather than public operation in the hands of these figures 
and they were thus able to elaborate on Marooning, flight, poisons and disobedience 
to authority in relative safety and through ritual objects and materials sacred to them, 
Each time the Soucouyant or Rider possessed her victim, intense acts o f education 
took place. The fact that possession was seemingly resisted implies coercive 
instruction or feigned reluctance on the part of the victim before the dominant society.
In addition, through their tendency to change shape, the figurations 
also recorded the cultural metamorphosis required of a people in crisis to survive. 
Once opposed to human society, the Oloju M eji now sided with the enslaved, albeit 
indirectly. Her traditional disruption of the reproductive organs o f the female body 
now became a weapon in the hands of women wishing to save their offspring from 
slavery and deny the slave-holder his workforce. The slave mother could claim that
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the Soucouyant, Rider, La Jablesse or Jack Mulatta had killed her child, not her. Once 
an outsider, the figure transformed to represent the spirit of resistance to oppression 
meted out by the dominant society. Forced to reinvent herself, the figure went even 
more underground than in Africa and generated coded discourses available only to 
those who remembered and recognised her “two faces”.
The Soucouyant, La Jablesse, Rider and Jack Mulatta developed under 
different socio-economic circumstances in diverse regions of the diaspora, the 
Caribbean and the United States. In the Caribbean, Africans, as stated earlier, formed 
the majority, with owner absenteeism and a terrain fit for Marooning aiding in the 
retention of African mores and the development of diasporic ones. However, no 
analysis of socio-economic circumstances is complete without due attention to gender 
issues. As Barbara Bush attests, the exigencies of slavery catapulted women of the 
Caribbean into a central role in the acculturation of children and they used this 
position to convey coded information on survival in a holocaustic realm.78 The 
exceptionally high infant mortality and female adult death rate, meant that those 
remaining had to combat genocide with the concentration of epistemological 
transference to survivors.
If family structures were disrupted, women had to revise and 
reconstruct kinship ties on another more powerful plane. By focusing on the 
metaphysical and merging genealogies normally separated in Africa, they were able to 
circumvent familial dissolution. Therefore, they forged alliances with powerful 
female figures from an African past and revised them to aid the family’s survival in 
the New World. Such linkages would survive death and empower the living. In the 
figures of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse the female could unite with narratives
78 Barbara Bush, Slave Women in Caribbean Society: 1650-1838 (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990), 
91-108.
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which directly addressed her existential and physical situation.
Maureen Warner-Lewis argues that the Soucouyant or Sukuya is
70derived from the Fula/Soninke, sukunyado/sukunya, meaning “man-eating witch”. 
Also in Ghana, the Obayfo of the Akan people removes her skin and turns into a ball 
of fire. She is so powerful that she can remain outside a house and still draw blood 
from her victim inside. However, the literal and wholesale adoption of original 
African meanings for supernatural entities can lead to misunderstandings of their 
diasporic significations. Although the Soucouyant does indulge in attacking the 
human body, the circumstances of her sites of enslavement give paramount 
importance to issues o f identity and empowerment. Crucially, the operations of the 
Soucouyant encode Caribbean notions of blood-sacrifice, possession-trance, 
poisoning as rebellion and clandestine veneration of forbidden female deities.
The Soucouyant is believed to be an elderly woman, although it is not 
uncommon for her to be represented as male. She has the ability to shed her skin at 
night, transform herself into a glowing ball of fire, fly through the air and enter the 
homes of sleeping victims to suck their blood. She applies a special oil to her skin in 
order to shed it and she secretly places this skin in a receptacle. Her ability to change 
her shape makes her a formidable enemy as does her ability to fly. The Soucouyant 
often carries a pipe to puncture the skin and a boli (calabash) into which she secretes 
the blood extracted. This being sucks her victim’s blood until the latter becomes 
emaciated or dies and the blood is, according to Christine David, sold to people 
known as “dealers” for monetary gain.80
Victims do not recall the visits of the Soucouyant, the only evidence
79 Warner-Lewis, Guinea’s Other Suns> 178. Also see Hesketh J. Bell, Witchcraft In The West Indies 
(Westport, Conn: Negro Universities P, 1970), 161-74. Bell terms the Soucouyant, “loogarow”.
80 Christine David, Folklore o f Carriacou (St. Michael:Cole’s Printery, 1985), 29-30.
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being sickness and a blue/black mark on the body. In this regard, the being’s visits 
resemble possession-trance. The Soucouyant meets the dealers with others of her kind 
under the Caribbean equivalent of silk-cotton trees which constitute her natural home. 
It is believed that the Soucouyant is the first person that the victim will meet the 
following morning and that she makes a great show of friendliness whilst harbouring 
resentments and hatred.
The community can take preventative measures, such as spreading salt 
where it is thought the figure will pass, salting and peppering her discarded skin, 
wearing blue and garlic, firing silver bullets and reciting sacred chants centred on the 
silk-cotton free bud. Salt deters her because she has a counting instinct and must 
satisfy it before proceeding. On the island of Carriacou, in the 1950s, if a child had to 
be left alone for any length of time, a broom was placed next to her, so that visiting 
Soucouyants could not harm her. The skin in the govi or gourd will not reclothe her if
n |
salted, as attested by Harvey, Ottley, Besson, Hallworth and others. The colour blue 
recalls daylight which is disabling and, should this New World Oloju M eji eat garlic, 
she will be obliged to vomit up any blood that she has engorged. Silver bullets can 
also disable her if  treated with sacred materials and Creole chants, referring to 
substances which harm her, can save her victim.
In addition, the Soucouyant can be "tied”. This is achieved by a cross 
being drawn on her path over which she then cannot pass. Two people can cross over 
each other’s path, thereby forming the shape of a crucifix, and thus annoy or “harm”
81 Claudia Harvey, ‘Seven Supernatural Characters o f Trinidad Folklore’, diss, U  o f the West Indies, 
(Diego Martin, 1969). Carlton R. Ottley, Folk Beliefs; Folk Customs; and Folk Characters found in 
Trinidad and Tobago (Trinidad and Tobago: Crusoe Publication, 1979). Gerard Besson, Folklore and 
Legends o f  Trinidad and Tobago (Trinidad and Tobago: Paria Publishing, 1989). Grace Hallworth, 
Mouth Open, Story Jump Out, Gail M. Delzin, ‘The Folk Culture o f Grenada and Carriacou, through 
Story and Song’ diss, U o f The West Indies, Trinidad and Tobago, 1977.
82 Wordsworth McAndrew. ‘Ol’ Higue’, Voiceprint: An anthology o f  oral and related poetry from the 
Caribbean, eds. Stewart Brown, Mervyn Moms and Gordon Rohlehr (Harlow, Essex: Longman, 
1989), 30-2. David, Folklore O f Carriacou, 30. Eddie McGverney personal communication, Trinidad,
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her. Within the context of the diaspora, the cross would be a Christian symbol used to 
counter the ‘harm” of the Soucouyant but the cross is also an African symbol and in 
this context it denotes the interruption of an evil person’s passage. To “curse” the 
figure is another means of escape.83 As in Africa, it is believed that the “Word’ 
harbours metaphysical powers, so this verbal communication is thought to have the 
power to impede the Soucouyant’s progress. When a comparison is made with the 
figure’s counterpart in the United States, many similarities emerge, but it is important 
to chart the divergences o f the latter as well to determine the female metaphysical 
figure’s evolution.
The socio-economic circumstances of women in the United States of 
America were different in the sense that Africans formed the minority, as argued 
above. Because the communities were more separated, it was not as easy to 
communicate rebellion and pass on figures encoding strategies for revolt. Due to this, 
less extemporisations on the Oldju M eji are evident. My research in the Caribbean 
yielded at least ten female metaphysical configurations. However, this paucity of 
female metaphysical figurations in America does not denote an absence of esoteric 
figures in the African-American context, it merely indicates that a more subterranean 
approach had to be adopted by these supernatural figures. Therefore, the best known 
figuration generates multiple narratives on the life-threatening social situation of 
African-American women who, despite different social configurations, suffered 
systematic rape, high mortality rates and had their children tom from their sides. The 
figure also offers commentaries related to resurrection, rebirth and initiation into
1996. Lennie MacDonald Simon, personal communication, England, 1997. Gertrude Simon, personal 
communication, Carriacou, Grenada, 1996.
83 Field research undertaken between 1996 and 2004 on the islands o f Carriacou, Grenada, and 
Trinidad, revealed ten female metaphysical figures.
84 The Ridin5 Witch will be termed the “Rider” to negate the negative connotations of the word “witch” 
in the thesis.
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powerful metaphysical secrets, just like the Soucouyant. Furthermore, the African- 
American female was able to learn of her counterpart in the Caribbean through the 
influxes of Caribbean subjects into the United States both during and after slavery, so 
there was much cross-fertilisation. This resulted in the major traits and channels of 
communication of the two figures being markedly similar.
It is not surprising then that the Ridin Witch’s modus operandi recalls
o r
that of the Soucouyant. “Ridin”’ often denotes the mounting of a human being by a 
deity in the African-diaspora and this is exactly what this female figure does in 
America. Langston Hughes and Ama Bontemps describe her as an elderly woman 
who has the ability to shed her skin because she has sold her soul to the devil.86 Like 
the Soucouyant, she has the power of lycanthropy and is given to stealing wives. 
Again, the sleeping victim does not recall being “ridden”, but the following morning 
she may see the mark of a horse's bite on her mouth or feel “smothered”, or as if 
something is holding her down. In addition, she may discover that her hair is plaited 
in stirrup form, her hands and feet tingle, there are scratches on her face or her hair is 
coming out of its braids. The victim may also find dirt under her fingers and toes, 
because she has been ridden over “rough ground”.
Newbell Niles Puckett states that the Rider’s breasts are located under 
her arms and that she has a fold of skin like a collar round her neck.87 When she 
enters small crevices to access victims with her semi-fluid body, she makes a 
whistling sound. The Rider lives in hollow stumps, logs and caves and looks like a 
shadow or ball o f white smoke. Puckett argues that these beings are identical to 
conjurers and are familiar to African-Americans in Georgia, Missouri, Virginia,
85 Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps, The Book o f Negro Folklore (New York: Dodd, Mead and 
Co, 1966), 199-200.
86 I hid, 199-200 and see Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 147-60. David, 
Folklore O f Carriacou, 29.
87 Ibid., Puckett, 147-60 and see Harvey, ‘Seven Supernatural Characters o f Trinidad Folklore’, 5.
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Louisiana, North Carolina and the Sea Islands. Like the Soucouyant, the Rider can be 
disabled. She has a counting instinct and as in the case of her Caribbean counterpart, 
if a broom, grains of mustard seed, salt or pepper are placed in her way, she is obliged 
to count all the fronds or grains. Sharp objects and inverted horseshoes delay her 
possession activities and water left out for her will quench her thirst. In addition, as 
Puckett records, a greased gourd called a “conjure bottle” can trap her because she 
will slip into it and be found there the following day. Also, the wearing of a little 
garlic, asafoetida, alligator teeth or a hoodoo bag will protect against her.
There are therefore many points of convergence in both the modus 
operandi and narratives of the Soucouyant and the Rider and nowhere is this more 
striking than in their Creole speech acts. When the Soucouyant wants to replace her 
skin after her night flights and discovers that it has been disabled with salt, she says, 
“’kin,’kin, you nah know me? ‘kin, ‘kin, you no hear what you mistress say?”,88 In the 
same situation, when she realises she has been outwitted, the Rider cries out, “What 
de mattah, skin? Skinny, doan’ you know me? Don’t you know me, skinny?”.89 This 
abrogation of power on the female’s part by referring to herself, not the master’s wife, 
as power-broker 01* “mistress” (mistress is the common appellation for a female deity 
in the Caribbean, Florida and New Orleans) and employment of Creole’s double 
entendre regarding “skin” and ‘“kin”, points to the duality and empowerment inherent 
in these discourses.90 These disguised deities are challenging dispersed Africans to
88 Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 154. Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration- 
witchcrafi-Rootwork, vol 1, 45 and 138-9. Hyatt’s informants term the Rider “Jack Mulatta” and refer 
to her as old and as carrying a light. She traps children and leads people into terrible briers.
89 Michel S. Laguerre, Voodoo Heritage, vol 98, Sage Library of Social Research (Beverly Hills: Sage 
Publications, 1980), 71. Ezili (Osun) is termed “mistress” in Vodun rites.
90 In the female metaphysical figure's speech act, she is exhorting the descendants of Africans to 
remember and revere her.
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recognise and venerate, or “know” the female metaphysical figure. They are also 
challenging the diasporic community to privilege metaphysical female power over 
that of the material power of the white mistress of the plantation.
What is equally striking about both configurations is the fact that their 
discourses are so widely known in the diaspora. This is because taboos surround the 
naming, let alone articulation of the discourses of these powerful and secretive 
metaphysical figures.91 Both in Africa and the Caribbean, it is accepted that to speak 
freely of them is to invite rebuke in the form of misfortune, because female 
metaphysical figures are omniscient. Unusually therefore, in the Caribbean and 
United States, an externalisation of some of their secrets appears to have taken place 
due to the imperative of survival. New World Africans had to access powerful beings, 
fuse with them through possession and thereby strengthen the body politic’s ability to 
revolt (as was the case in the Haitian Revolution of the eighteenth century). The ritual 
symbols of the Soucouyant and Rider’s powers, the boli, the pipe, the oil, are all 
known, as are the properties of ethnobotanical substances associated with them. Thus 
it is known that cotton from the silk-cotton tree is an abortifacient, that palm-oil has 
great ritual powers and that blood from menses can be used to cure as well as poison. 
On some islands in the Caribbean, Soucouyants can become licensed practitioners.92 
The figures’ peculiar brand of metaphysical manipulation has even been accorded the 
word, “Co comar”, meaning the action of flying ghosts.
La Jablesse is the Caribbean metaphysical figuration who has died in
91 Taboos are present in the telling o f tales surrounding the Oloju M eji in Africa and the Caribbean. 
The figures are believed to punish those who show too much curiosity about them. Chief 
B.A.Adelekan, personal communication, England, 1997. Lemiie MacDonald Simon, personal 
communication, England, 1997. Eddie McGiverney, personal communication, Trinidad, 1996.
92 According to Claudia Harvey, Seven Supernatural Characters of Trinidad Folklore, 7, Soucouyant 
oil is on sale at high prices in chemists in Trinidad, but is only sold to specially-trained people.
93 Ibid., 29.
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childbirth and who haunts the woods, precipices and streams of the Caribbean.94 She 
presents as a beautiful young Creole (mixed race) woman who is a stranger to the 
people of the dances she attends. She is always dressed in a costume reminiscent of 
that worn by African-French Creole women during the time of slavery. She wears a 
long douette (dress), laced with zipingue, (shiny pins) and a big hat laced with ew e  or 
vines, which shields her face from full view.95 She dances expertly and young men are 
literally enchanted by her beautiful exterior and allow themselves to be persuaded to 
accompany her home. Home is situated in the woods and La Jablesse, whose long 
skirt hides a cloven hoof, points to a receding light which she claims is her house. The 
male, who is nearly always characterized as unfaithful, is lured further and further 
into the woods until he discovers that the light is really piquant (a patch of thorns), 
and La Jablesse is really an ugly evil spirit. She kicks him with her cloven hoof after 
having revealed her diabolical face or kicks him over a precipice. La Jablesse always 
laughs at her victim and says, if  he manages to escape her clutches, “Man, you luckee. 
I would have ring you neck!” The male is disoriented and behaves like one who has 
just been possessed after this encounter. So danced rites of location are performed by 
the villagers in order to locate his whereabouts, the reel being a particular favourite.96
La Jablesse can transform herself into animals from Africa and she can 
call teams of Lougarou (werewolves) to her service. She can also call rats to her 
service, known in Guadeloupe as betes-ci-rose. La Jablesse is believed to lure children 
away and because of this children in the Caribbean are warned not to approach 
beautiful women. In Guadeloupe, where La Diablesse, as she is known there, is said
94 Hill, The Impact o f  Migration On The Metropolitan And Folk Society O f Carriacou, Grenada, 334.
95 Pierre (Fatumbi) Verger, Ewe: The use o f  plants in Yoruba Society (Sao Paolo: Compranhia Das 
Letras- Odebrecht, 1995), 13-20.
96 Eddie McGiverney, personal communication, Trinidad, 1996.
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to have one horse’s hoof and one donkey’s hoof, children are told not to scratch her 
back because she sits in wooded areas dressed in a long black funeral gown and 
requests that children approach her to scratch her back. If the child is fortunate 
enough to spy her animal feet in time, she says “If you had touched my back, I would 
have rung your neck”.
At the approach of La Jablesse, a chain can be heard but not seen and 
this may be related to Guadeloupan figurations who appeared at a time of nationalist 
unrest. One was called Le Monstre Des Abyemes (the Monster o f Des Abyemes), 
which is a town in Guadeloupe.97 The cries of this monster could be heard but he 
could not be seen. Only the chains could be heard by everyone. The monster took the 
form of a huge bird who appeared from six each evening in the 1980s and tried 
repeatedly to take flight but was weighed down by her chains. During the 1980s, 
Guadeloupian freedom fighters took violent action to win independence from France. 
After the fall of Maurice Bishop in Grenada, teams of La Jablesse were said to 
repeatedly ply their way between the islands of Carriacou and Grenada and there was 
a burgeoning of oral literature to do with the La Jablesse and Soucouyant at this time 
of crisis. This correlation between the oral literary female figure and political crises is 
both an historical and contemporary one.
La Jablesse’s counterpart in America is the Jack Mulatta who is 
sometimes called a Jack-o’-Lantern.98 This figuration inhabits the woods and swamps 
of America and she travels in the form of a light or sometimes carries a light. Some 
believe that she is a spirit o f the dead who is sent in the form of a whirlwind. She 
travels constantly. If the unwary traveller is not careful she can lead her into brambles 
or into deep water. She is “ragged” and can transform herself into a leather strap when
97 Sylvie Louise, personal communication, England, 1999.
98 Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, vol 1, 136-7,
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discovered. Like La Jablesse, she laughs at her victim once she has trapped him. She 
too lures children away, and during slavery times, if  parents saw a Jack-o’-Lantern in 
the woods they would place a poker in the ashes of the fire to protect children who 
were out of the house. The Jack Mulatta/Jack-o’-Lantern can also be sought at the 
graveyard if a person has a grievance against someone. The person only has to gather 
some “goofer dust” and place it under their enemy’s step and the Jack Mulatta/Jack- 
o’-Lantern will then constantly harass that person. This common association with 
light coloured skin, the woods (where much Marooning took place and where secret 
initiation ceremonies were held) the luring of children away from their mothers and 
with laughter and death, unites La Jablesse and the Jack Mulatta/Jack-o’-Lantern in 
socio-political ways.
This is because the figurations privilege Marooning, (the luring, 
therefore absence of children and the emphasis on the venue of the woods) and the lit- 
up “house” or wandering light recalls the temple of Qsun which Laguerre states is 
located in the woods or the female initiation hut."  These constitute counter-discourses 
to slavery and colonisation and both figures’ ability to metamorphose again decries 
commodification and lends itself to the negotiation of New World space and the 
rebuilding of new identities. It is significant that both figurations are designated light 
skinned. La Jablesse is always of mixed race and the term Mulatta, implies a mixed 
race female in Spanish patois. Therefore, the dilemma facing the African in the New 
World is emphasised in that the politics of race and its hierarchies as used by the 
plantocracy and colonial masters to try to divide the black masses. It is significant that 
La Jablesse and the Jack Mulatta/Jack-o’-Lantern speak in patois, the language of the 
masses not the bourgeoisie.
99 Laguerre, Voodoo Heritage, 72-5.
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Figurations travel well if  they are highly malleable and the Oloju M eji were 
anything but felicitous and one-dimensional. They could easily transcend the African 
context because it had always been part of then function to transcend all discourses, 
including even those of the other deities. The socio-economic position of enslaved 
Africans in the New World required such qualities but a people in crisis need 
figurations capable of wielding threatened communities together. They had 
paradoxical functions even in Africa: threatening but also wielding threatened 
communities together. Communities revered and respected them but closed rank 
against their excesses. A fuller investigation of the figures and their mode of 
incorporation into New World oral literature is now warranted.
The Female Metaphysical Figure In The Oral Literature Of The Caribbean And 
The United States
The Soucouyant, Rider, La Jablesse and Jack Mulatta/Jack-o’-Lantern, act as tropes 
for the intense transformations affected in diasporic oral literature, and they reflect the 
“paradigmatic shifts” from the African to the New World context so characteristic of 
that literature. This cultural output generates dense opaque narratives centered around 
identity, empowerment and gender. Essentially, the Oldju M eji are not what they 
seem and nor is their literature. In this very important respect, the literature acted as a 
series of piquants, traps, out of which it was virtually impossible for “Backra” to 
extricate himself. If the figurations’ masks are not to remain supremely intact, a 
contextual and historical analysis must be applied to the oral literature and a holistic 
approach employed regarding the meaning of the diverse female metaphysical 
figurations generated in the oral literature. Yet some scholars have failed to perceive
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the rhetorical nature of Caribbean tales or have sought to polarise thematically related 
female figurations.
For example, when critiquing tales which subtly yet aggressively 
lampoon Christianity, Angelika Kriiger-Kahloula laments the lack o f satire and social 
commentary.100 For example, she cites a tale from the “God’s Call” cycle which uses 
humour to critique the displacement of African religions and nomenclature with 
Christian religions and names. This tale concerns a man with a West African day 
name, Cuffie, who piously but hypocritically calls on a Christian God to take him 
away. A mischievous friend overhears the man’s words, and pretends to be God, 
come to bring home the sinner. Cuffie/Coffee tells this imposter God, “Coffee not 
dere”. Kriiger-Kahloula cites a similar tale from America from the “John and Old 
Master” cycle of tales, which overtly associates the death-wish with the desire to 
escape slavery and has the Master dress as God, thereby critiquing the unevenness of 
racial relations. However, the Caribbean example demands more audience 
participation in that the listener must question why the man wants to die and why he 
disowns his name. Furthermore, the listener/participant is encouraged to see the 
Christian God as a false one and to decry the need to forsake the African name in 
order to appease this God. Kriiger-Kahloula focuses only on the humour and not on 
the militant thrust of the rhetorical narrative.
Carole Boyce-Davies, although recognising the dual significations, 
African cultural legacy and cathartic properties of some female figurations in 
Caribbean oral literature, still characterizes the narratives that the Soucouyant
100 Angelika Krtiger-Kahloula,‘"Tell Massah God Coffee not Dere": Plot and Counterplot in Caribbean 
Folktales with Religions Elements’ in Hoogbergen, in Born Out o f  Resistance, 233.
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engenders as “demonic” and “foolish”.101 She insists that the figure is representative 
of evil, in much the same way as the biblical Eve, and states that such figures have 
traditionally been used to exclude females from centres of power. Boyce-Davies also 
makes a false distinction between so-called heroic figures such as Ma Rose, and the 
Soucouyant, and deems the majority of female figurations in Caribbean oral literature, 
“fixed, stereotyped and limited”.102
Boyce-Davies fails to perceive the convergence o f the complementary 
process of Obeafi 01* Obayfo and Myal in these Janus-faced figures.103 Although one 
figure may seem to only bring harm, a broader perspective reveals her healing 
strategies. This is also revealed in a closer examination of the transformative 
strategies the New World Africans employed with regard to the female figuration. 
Because New World Africans lived under such holocaustic circumstances, they had to 
deploy an oral literature capable of addressing circumscribed conditions. It was also 
imperative to select figurations whose operations were inherently clandestine but 
known to most Africans despite linguistic and ethnic differences. Additionally, these 
figurations would have to fit into the existing cognitive framework of the African oral 
tradition as well as be open to adaptation and metamorphosis in a new exacting 
environment.
They would have to successfully address the troubled roles of a 
displaced and subjugated group. Furthermore, if  the discourse of the diasporic subject 
was to endure, the figurations would have to house the opportunity for theorisation
101 Carole Boyce Davies, “'Woman Is A N ation ..W om en  in Caribbean Oral Literature’, in Out o f  the 
Kumbla; Caribbean Women and Literature, eds. Carole Boyce Davies, and Elaine Savoiy Fido, 170-1.
102 Ibid., 169-70.
10j Also see Alfred Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 86, 41, and 65.
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regarding ethical dilemmas encountered for the first time in the diaspora. Most 
importantly, they would have to be both omniscient and omnipotent in order to 
counter the stereotypical and disabling representations of Africans by the dominant 
society.
Such a selection required precision. It also demanded the focus on and 
elaboration of figurations straddling two realms, the secular and the esoteric, such as 
the Oldjii Meji, Africans believed that the realm of the dead contained awesome 
powers, therefore beings who regularly consorted with this realm, for good or evil, 
would answer the purpose of defeating oppression in the New World. Not only would 
the selection of figures inhabiting two realms be efficacious, but also figures capable 
o f inhabiting both the real world and the oral literature would be advantageous. In this 
way, the real figure could replenish and act as a catalyst for the generation of 
narratives in the oral literature. Furthermore, the fictive representation could be 
additionally empowered, embellished and multiplied, thus ensuring the longevity and 
wider dissemination of the expression of dissent. The real figures fictive counterpart 
could also disable more racist mythologies regarding the female by mushrooming in 
order to re-appropriate sites of enslavement inside and “Behind Backra House” via the 
oral literature.
The Oloju M eji were perceived as prime vehicles for the 
incorporation into the oral literature of the diaspora because they represented the 
pinnacle of metaphysical power, the female. As Wamer-Lewis states, because of 
women’s association with what she terms “the mysteries o f birth and fertility”, they 
are widely considered in Africa to control the entrance/exit between life and death.104
104 Wamer-Lewis, Guinea's Other Sum, 177-8.
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Furthermore, she argues that their multiple experiences of childbirth by the time they 
age, affords them tremendous metaphysical powers. Therefore, the Oldju M eji were, 
as Gerard Benson puts it, incorporated as deities in disguise into the oral literature.105
Given to paradox and ambiguity and therefore subject to manipulation 
and defamiliarisation, the revised figurations were highly malleable. Indicative of 
inconstancy regarding identity, they could undergo the transition process to the 
diaspora with some ease and without being recognised as subversive. They are 
inherently migratory and the metaphoric and physical indirection that so characterized 
their discourses in Africa could be employed to great effect in the diaspora. In 
addition, the opaque epistemological basis of then narratives, and the later 
superimposition o f a Creole language peculiar to them and lexically and semantically 
remote to the dominant society, aided in their selection.
Furthermore, the very presence of these figures in revised, clandestine 
form housed satiric and angry commentaries on the social status o f diasporic women, 
with rhetoric being privileged. These critiques of class, ethnic and gender relations are 
housed in a somatic language selected for its double entendres and openness to 
multiple interpretations. The somatic language of possession, made the figures’ 
discourse fitting for clandestine communication and rendered it dense with ancient 
and contemporaneous simile and metaphor. There was also the added advantage that 
possession activities can be taught and, in the diasporic context, even those with no 
prior knowledge o f Africa could acquaint themselves with communication strategies 
between the living and the dead in this way.106 New World Africans prized Africa and 
their ancestors as sources of spiritual and militaristic strength, therefore figurations 
who privileged possession as a direct channel to this source were foregrounded in the
105 Besson, Foreword, Folklore and Legends o f Trinidad and Tobago.
106 Hall, ‘African Religious Retentions in Florida1, in Holloway, Africanisms in American Culture, 111.
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oral literature. Possession’s play on identity challenges the audience to decipher 
subsidiary meanings in the oral text and invites multi-layered readings. Therefore, 
possession, albeit revised, was a central strategy in the enslaved Africans defence.
New World Africans extemporised on the Oldju M eji because they 
are interrelated and constitute a meta-matrix and meta-discourse. The Soucouyant, Ma 
Rose, the Rider, La Jablesse, Mama Maladie, Mama Glo, Madam Grosdent, and the 
Mermaid, all heal through the strategy of attack, threatening the community in much 
the same way as the Oloju M eji did in Africa.107 Consequently, the disenfranchised 
diasporic community reactivated revised rites of protection and recalled poisonous 
substances through the rehearsal of such rituals. The figurations must be appeased and 
venerated but this does not guarantee peace. The power struggle is an eternal one 
because the figures have the power of resurrection and are needed by the communities 
they attack. Most importantly, the figurations’ narratives are characterized by the 
battle with, and exorcism of, evil. In the holocaustic setting of the diaspora, this dual 
battle, with the figures and the dominant society, yielded opportunities for subversive 
counter-discourses in the oral literature. The discovery of such thematic currents 
could spell imprisonment and death for the storyteller. Untrammelled by “record- 
keepers and schoolteachers” the figurations’ messages in the oral literature and in 
person held menace for the plantocracy and colonial regime. This is chiefly because 
of their subtle employment of similitude.
For example, the typical scenario of the Soucouyant and Rider tales is 
indicative of what John Lovell calls “the stoutest poetry”.108 The tales begin with
107 These are all Caribbean female metaphysical figures.
108 Lovell, Jr, ‘The Social Implications of the Negro Spiritual’, in Dundes, Mother Wit from the 
Laughing Barrel>A61.
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the emotions of greed and envy, which activate evil powers in the “conceptually 
hermaphrodite” elderly female. Metamorphosis follows to enable the figure to 
assuage her thirst or desire to capture and possess sleeping members of her 
community. Miraculous flight and the activation of diminishing properties permits 
unlawful entry into homes. Possession then follows whereby the sleeping victim is 
forcibly drained of die essential and powerful life-force, her blood, or physically taxed 
until exhausted. The now ill and disoriented subject retains a mark on the body 
denoting the erstwhile presence of the Soucouyant or Rider. This calling-card allows 
identification of the attacker and acts as a catalyst for the activation of rites of 
protection set down both in the oral literature and real life. The attacker soon finds 
that she can shed her skin but not regain it after her nocturnal outings. Death or exile, 
but sometimes escape, follows.
Loma McDaniel has written of the prevalence o f flight as a metaphor 
for the return to Africa and reconnection with the ancestors, and diasporic Africans 
believed diat they could assume the form of Soucouyants in order to return to 
Africa.109 Furthermore, diasporic literature is replete with references to ‘Flying 
Africans” who foreseeing the travails ahead, returned to Africa.110 Here, flight is 
largely internal and symbolises the superiority of the metaphysical powers of the 
African female as she literally runs rings, like the Nigerian Tagba, around the heads of 
her oppressors.111 The Soucouyant’s glowing ball of fire also places two cosmic 
elements, usually separated, in the same time-frame. Her midnight sun is illuminated
109 Loma McDaniel, ‘Memory Songs: Community, Flight and Conflicts in the Big Drum ceremony of 
Carriacou, Grenada’, diss ( n.p.: U of Maryland, 1986), 92. Harvey, ‘Seven Supernatural Characters of 
Trinidad Folklore’, 4-7.
110 Virginia Hamilton, The People Could Fly: American Black Folk Tales Told By Virginia Hamilton 
(London: Walker, 1986), 166-73. Also see Esteban, Montejo, The autobiography o f a Runaway Slave, 
ed. Miguel Barnet, trans. Jocasta Innes, Warwick University Caribbean series (Caribbean: Macmillan 
Caribbean, 1993),37.
111 Tagba was a veiy powerful female who lived within living memoiy in Nigeria. She was so 
powerful that she was a threat to local male rulers. When she was ready to ascend at her death, she
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by a pale moon and this constitutes the disruption of Western cosmology and, by 
extension, power relations. The Rider’s shadow at night encompasses the same 
“unusual juxtaposition”. A shadow is inherently dual, it stems from a parallel and 
often denotes the soul in diasporic parlance. The troubled roles that the diasporic 
subject was forced to negotiate is contained in this somatic metaphor. Forced to 
navigate her way through a dangerous and hostile world, dictating the relinquishment 
of all emotional and cultural ties to Africa, the diasporic female was forced to 
dissimulate.
If the ‘Rider” forced her victim over “rough ground” she was evoking 
the Underground Railroad to freedom.112 If she sometimes stole wives, she was 
parodying the slave-holders practice and critiquing it in a concentrated psychosexual 
act related to the Soucouyant’s draining of the body.113 The metaphysical thefts and 
violations also recorded the body-snatching of slavery. If a child was exhorted to 
curse the Soucouyant, then by extension, she was being told to curse her oppressors 
and was also being advised on the African belief in the metaphysical power of the 
word. For instance, in the text African Myths and Legends, Kathleen Amott records 
the tale entitled “Snake Magic”.114 In this tale, a betrayed princess is rescued by a 
talking snake whose words restore her severed hand, baby and kingdom. Funmi 
Osoba tells the tale of “The Revenge of the River Goddess” where words of prayer to 
the ancestors at full moon act as catalysts for a bullied and wretched woman’s
flew all around the town of Ondo, (which means ‘to beg5 in Yoriiba), as a final show o f her great 
powers. Chief B. A. Adelekan, personal communication, England, 1998.
H2 Tjie “Underground Railroad55 to freedom led from the southern States to the swamplands o f Florida, 
the North or Canada. In the Caribbean, marooning encoded the escape to the hills of the islands or to 
secluded caves. The Northern Star was used by slaves to navigate their way to freedom, and the night 
sun o f the Soucouyant and Rider may have contained a coded message regarding marooning. See B 
Parks, ‘Follow the Drinking Gourd5, in Dundes, Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel, 466-7.
1L> Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 151-2.
114 Kathleen Amott, African Myths and Legends (St Ives: Oxford UP, 1989), 85-100. Also see Baker, 
Jr, Workings o f  the Spirit, 101.
65
metamorphosis into a bird and then a powerful river goddess.115 A further illustration 
of the belief in the metaphysical power of the word is in the text recounting the tales 
told by the Tiv of Nigeria.116 In “Kwaghga and his Wife”, a “witch’ casts a spell on 
her husband in order to immobilise him for a human feast and in “Meeme the 
Hunter”, a betrayed mother curses her son and this results in his death. These few 
examples of a theme that runs throughout African oral literature, illustrates the word’s 
power to alter reality, revise power relations and occasion riches as well as death.
The continuance of this belief is nowhere more striking than in both 
these figurations’ speech acts. Through linguistic dexterity and ethnobotanical know­
how, these disenfranchised women demonstrate to all who hear the tales the way to 
circumvent oppressive sites and disable the slave-owner by manipulating plural 
identities, using poisonous substances and engaging in Marooning. This pattern is 
similar to, but not identical with, that of the tales concerning Ma Rose Cuffie.117
Ma Rose was an elder amongst the slave community in Tobago, hence 
the title of respect, “Ma”. One day, after being severely beaten without just cause, Ma 
Rose Cuffie rose up and killed the overseer responsible. Knowing what punishment 
awaited her, as she was being led to the mango tree where she would be whipped to 
death, Ma Rose flew up into the air and then plunged down into the sea in order to rob 
her oppressors of the satisfaction of killing her. This “good” matriarch who bit 
through the windpipe of the overseer, could be accused of being “evil” like the 
Soucouyant and the Rider.
For example, Tobagonian fishermen must pour libations into the water
115 Funmi F. Osoba, Benin Folklore: A Collection o f  Classic Folktales and Legends retold by Funmi F. 
Osoba (London: Hadada Books, 1993), 35-44.
116 Harold Bergsma, and Ruth Bergsma, Tales Tiv Tell, compil. Harold Bergsma, and Ruth Bergsma 
(Ibadan: Oxford UP, 1969), 67-8.
117 Jacob D. Elder, Ma Rose PointiAn Anthology o f Rare and Strange Legends and Folk Tales from  
Trinidad and Tobago (n.p: National Cultural Council o f Trinidad and Tobago, 1972), 13-16.
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at the spot on the headland where Ma Rose committed suicide, fearing that they will 
otherwise be drowned by her. Her tale also contains commentaries on lieux de 
memoire, such as the mango tree used as venue for the flogging of female slaves, the 
application of molasses on the weals and torture by flies. It also records the burning of 
obi seeds and the singing of sacred songs in African vernaculars by the slaves to 
protect Ma Rose from death, following her act of murder. Her tale records the 
menacing presence o f the “controller” as well as his defeat and this recalls parallel 
narratives in the United States of female resistance. Ma Rose’s tale also depicts the 
continued spiritual presence on the cliff of Charlotte Alleyne’s entire plantation where 
the orders of overseers and the slaves’ cries of pain still permeate the air. It also 
describes the medicinal plants or ewe, still growing on the headland, that New World 
Africans used.
The tale’s holistic focus presents the listener with a responsive and 
combative human, not a hapless victim. Furthermore, Ma Rose Cuffie’s leap into the 
water with her African song trailing in the air, fuses her discourse with the element 
often associated with the female deity, the sea. This dialectic is confirmed by the song 
the withdrawing slaves are said to have sung after Ma Rose’s death:
Ye kwe me oh
Yemanja day wah ba ba wah
Yeman ja  wah ba ba wah
1 7£Yemanja day wah am ah Shan go 
The invocation of the deity of the sea, Yempja, and the deity of lightning and 
thunder, $ango, attests to their possession of Ma Rose’s body at a crucial point, 
enabling her to fly. Also, the presence of these two cosmically opposed deities of fire 
and water is evidence again of the diasporic urge to plumb the depths of esoteric 
power even if it meant marrying disparate elements in order to survive. Furthermore,
118 Ibid., 16.
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the song refers directly to a Y oruba legend, wherein $ango  saves Ygmgja from a 
magician who is pursuing her, by cutting an outlet for her through a mountain 
( Ypmgja had transformed herself into a river in her efforts to escape).119 Therefore, in 
a different yet related way, Ma Rose Cuffie’s tale encompasses the diasporic themes 
o f flight, possession, the transformation o f the landscape into a ritual diasporic space 
and a sustained power struggle with oppressive forces. The raging waters of the 
headland or “Point” are seen as evidence of Ma Rose Cuffie’s continuing anger. Like 
the Soucouyant and Rider, she is threatening and, like them, her discourse excites 
remembrance, contemporary ritual and, most importantly, theorisation on the 
“contested” terrain of the past.
La Jablesse, the beautiful Creole woman who bewitches men at dances 
or along the road at night, “Behind Backra House”, on boats, in cane-fields, in 
cemeteries, at crossroads and on riverbanks, represents another dimension of Qsun ’s 
incorporation into the oral literature of the diaspora.120 She carries a bag of human 
bones, wears a large flowery hat to disguise her face, a polka-dot douette costume 
(dots denote the strength and speed of the leopard in representations of Qya and 
Qsun  who may be the deities in disguise behind the Soucouyant and La Jablesse) 
reminiscent o f early slave finery often worn by slaves for African-derived rituals, and 
a long skirt which hides her cloven foot. A chain can be heard but not seen on her 
approach and she leads unfaithful men to her “house” which is initially a receding 
light but, in actual fact, a piquant or a patch of thorns.121 The besotted and possessed
119 For Yoruba legend involving $ango and Ypmpja, in which $ango saves Ypmpja from Okere the 
magician, see Robert F. Thompson, Face o f  the Gods: Art and Altars o f Africa and the African 
Americas (New York: The Museum for African Art, 1993), 272-3.
120 “Behind Backra House” refers to stories of resistance told by the people of the Caribbean to their 
children and to other adults, according to Anne-Rose Adams, personal communication, Carriacou, 
Grenada, 1997. Bakra or Backra is an Affican-diasporic word denoting a slave owner or white person.
121 Jean-Pierre Dalgo, personal communication, Trinidad, 1996, Also, Winston Fleury, personal 
communication, Carriacou, 2004.
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male often finds himself trapped. She laughs if  her plan succeeds and can kill her 
victim too by turning him into a huge hog and herding him off a precipice. She only 
reveals her ti*ue identity as a wizened and ugly elderly spirit, or “zombie” once her 
ploy has succeeded.
La Jablesse's mastery of disguise and revelation of human folly in 
believing that all that glitters is gold, carries an essential lesson for the diasporic 
community. If  the men she lures find themselves possessed, known euphemistically as 
bazudi, “stupid” or koonoonoonoo, it is because they have failed to follow the basic 
tenet of survival for New World Africans. They have failed to detect the duality of 
the discourse and to question, which is a recipe for death. As Wamer-Lewis states:
[A] profoundly African suspicion of beauty of appearance 
is expressed in the personalities of la jablesse...M any  
African proverbs and folk tales warn against being 
attracted and obsessed by physical beauty, as it usually 
conceals evil, bad luck, or death,122
Furthermore, La, Jablesse’s Creole signification problematises Cleaver’s thesis that 
light skin denotes partiality in diasporic racial hierarchies concerning the female, as 
does Ma Rose Cuffie5 s Creole signification.123 It offers a critique of the past and 
present colour preference evident in the construction of social hierarchies in the 
Caribbean and enacts its counter- perspective as a critique of existing preferences and 
tendencies. In addition, like the Soucouyantt the Rider and Ma Rose, this figuration 
re-appropriates disabling colonial space by using the powers of possession to capture 
and instruct members o f the community. She also reminds the community of the 
power inherent in certain sites by occupying them. Thus, the crossroads as meeting
122 Wamer-Lewis, Guinea’s Other Suns, 179,
123 Cleaver, ‘As Crinkly as Yours’, in Dundes, Mother Wit From The Laughing Barrel, 11. Elder, Ma 
Rose Point, 14.
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place o f the two realms, the cemetery as provider of “goofer dust” to kill and the 
resting-place of African foremothers, all instruct, as does the river as ancestral 
ground, the cane-field as a site of torture and over-work and most importantly, sites 
“Behind Backra House” (veiled from prying eyes).124
Another example of extemporisation on the non-felicitous 
metaphysical female figure is encoimtered in Mama Maladie. Like La Jablesse, she is 
believed to be a woman who died along with her infant in childbirth.125 She roams the 
countryside molesting pregnant women who have to go to her grave to beat it with 
ritual branches in order to quieten her. She goes abroad at night and her wails can be 
heai’d by villagers. The plaintive cries of her dead child also help to locate her. These 
cries warn o f impending sickness, a very important function in the tuberculosis, lock­
jaw and cholera-ridden diasporic community. Such significations override lateral 
readings and force comparative analyses related to other metaphysical female 
figurations. The audience is also forced to confront parallel discourses centred around 
high mortality rates among mothers and children in the diaspora, and dire living 
standards. The similitude in the Soucouyant’s, Rider’s and La Jablesse’s acts of 
infanticide also point the finger at the slave-owner and the colonial master’s 
indifference to the health of the community, as well as to the strategy used by 
despairing mothers to save their children from slavery.
The Mermaid, whose favour can bring great wealth associated with the 
sea and whose disfavour can kill, continues this extemporisation on possession as 
outlawed but instructive discourse.126 In Africa, this figuration’s spiritual discourses
124 For “Goofer Dust” (cemetery dust) and its metaphysical applications, see Hurston, Males and Men, 
223-4.
125 Lucy McEwan, personal communication, Grenada, 1996.
126 Canute Calliste, personal communication, Carriacou, Grenada, 2002. Canute Calliste’s account of 
the Mermaid resembles the accounts of La Jablesse (a broad hat, hidden feet and the propensity to lure 
males).
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encode great political significations, therefore her imaginative representation in the 
oral literature is reflective of this. For instance, Fritz Kramer details the myriad 
representations of the Mermaid or “Mami Wata” as she is known in Sierra Leone.127 
Citing examples from the Cameroon coast, Togo and Sierra Leone, Kramer stresses 
the figure’s spiritual and political symbolism. He argues that the metaphysical figure 
functions as a counterpart to facilitate the individual’s uniqueness by the association 
with the “Other” from the sea. He also argues that the Mermaid is used to satirise the 
“idiosyncrasies” of society and that women’s initiation into the Mermaid cults 
constitutes a challenge to male authority.
This is because the Mermaid cults wield political power, curbing the 
male acquisition of the additional powers brought by the adoption of European mores. 
However. Kramer also documents ‘Mami Wata” ritual female initiations in Togo 
which privilege symbols of European culture in order to encourage wealth. Often 
thought of as light skinned, which is deemed beautiful, the Mermaid can also appear 
as a hideous demon. The beings’ ambivalent exterior reflects her ambivalent nature 
(she can kill as well as confer riches on humans she favours), as well as the retention 
of indigenous myth. In Africa, this ambivalence translates into the unpredictability of 
women and the female association with the uncontrollable sea.
Edward Ardener also stresses the political function of the Mermaid 
possession cults in Africa through the example of the Bakweri of Cameroon.128 He 
insists that what he terms “the existence at deeper levels of an autonomous female 
view” is evident in the oral literature concerning the Mermaid. For example, he cites a 
tale which presents a contest between four beings as to whose fire will still be burning
127 Fritz W. Kramer, The Red Fez: Art arid Spirit Possession in Africa, trans. Malcolm Green (London: 
Verso, 1993), 234-39.
128 Ardener. ‘Belief and the Problem of Women’, in ed. Shirley Ardener, Perceiving Women,,7-15.
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at the end of the day. Moto wins and banishes Ewaki, Eto and Mojili to the “wild” or 
bush. Mojili is forced into the sea and becomes a water deity responsible for female 
initiations into the Mermaid cult. Ardener argues that this designation of the space 
outside the town as “wild” is more indicative of the male view than the female. He 
insists that female views of their domain encompass the “wild” and that their fertility, 
which membership of the Mermaid cult enhances metaphysically, is central, not 
marginal, to them. He states, “when we speak of Bakweri belief we must therefore 
recognize a man’s sector and a woman’s sector, which have to be reconciled.” This 
tension between female cults and male authority is therefore central to the 
understanding of the figure and her function in the oral literature of the New World.129
Again a Creole, light-skinned figuration, half “Christian”, half fish, the 
Mermaid’s somatic narrative privileges the abyss as the site of ancestral reconnections 
and self-apprehension. Bells can be heard tinkling beneath the water, which indicates 
where she is. This recalls the female possession cults based on the Mermaid described 
by Edward Ardener, with their emphasis on initiation and rebirth as a new and more 
metaphysically powerful self. These female cults threaten male dominance and 
articulate female power. Such a discourse in the diaspora would be subversive and is 
represented by the Mermaid. Her defiance of patriarchy is pronounced because she 
dictates the terms of engagement between herself and the male.
Although like La Jablesse, the Mermaid entraps the male body via 
possession-trance, sometimes leaving him demented, her discourse speaks more about 
female suzerainty than the “foolish” or “evil”. While, through the machinations o f the 
Mermaid, the impoverished male can access “wealth” even beyond the reach of the 
oppressor, this Creole female controls the balance of power and can withdraw her
129 See Sherry Ortner, ‘Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?’, in Women, Culture and Society, 
eds. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo, and Louise Lamphere (California: Stanford U P, 1974), 67-87.
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favour at will and steal “shadows”, meaning souls, like the Soucouyant and La 
Jablesse. The sites she occupies, such as Grand Etang in Grenada and the “Pond” in 
Carriacou are deep and usually connect other diasporic locations such as Venezuela. 
Therefore, despite the fact that she is characterized as light-skinned or Creole, her 
narratives house pan-diasporic and African dimensions. Even where her portrayal is 
clearly Amerindian, this reminds the community of the genocide inflicted on the first 
indigenous peoples of the Caribbean and America, as do any references to headlands 
and suicide.130
Mama Glo, half anaconda, is a deity dwelling below the waves, usually
• 131at the intersection of fresh and salt water. She can also confer riches on the 
community. However, if  the community is negligent and does not offer her the 
requisite saraca (sacrifice), or allows divisions to rake the society, she is capable of 
blighting crops and bringing sickness into the village. Her African counterpart, 
Lakoja, minds babies while mothers do their washing at the waterside but Mama 
Glo’s dual function ensures that she is feared as well as revered. Mama Glo protects 
ecological sites by punishing the excesses of hunters or the fouling of mountain 
streams by careless women. She is the companion of Papa Bois, a powerful Lougarou 
(werewolf) and can call many lougarous to her service, like La Jablesse.
Pica’ny Moma Water, another aquatic female figuration from Tobago, 
again comments on the socio-economic situation of diasporic women and offers a
1 1 ^
series of commentaries on resistance. This figuration dwells with her spirit child in 
a bottomless stretch of water leading to Venezuela. Discovered by a German medical 
missionary, Dr Pusser, on his way to cure those at the Great House, bathing her child
130 The town o f Sautez in Grenada is so named because native Caribbeans committed suicide there en 
masse to escape being enslaved by invading Europeans.
131 Jacob D, Elder, personal communication, Trinidad, 1996.
1,2 Jacob D. Elder, Ma Rose Point, 17-20.
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in the night air and moonlight, she is upbraided by him. This is because at that time in 
Tobago, there was a serious cholera and typhoid epidemic. The enraged mother 
climbs up from the deep gully and pursues the Western doctor, only relinquishing her 
quarry when he rounds a comer. In diasporic lore, spirits cannot round comers. Dr 
Pusser hears her eerie laugh and is afraid. The incident is recorded in a Tobagonian 
“Jumbie Dance Song”:
Dacta Pusser say 
De house full o’ cholera 
Ah me walla-walla 
Chimba po 
Ah me walla-walla 
Chimba po
Dacta Pusser
How you a-go home so late Sa?
Ah me walla-walla 
Chimba po133
Western commentators on diasporic societies were prone to criticize African 
midwifery skills and often characterized diasporic mothers as uncaring and 
incompetent.134
The metaphysical mother’s rage represents that of the community, and 
the fact that a Western medical doctor is defeated and humiliated points to Pica’ny 
Moma’s Water’s signification as a trope for the critique o f Western medical 
knowledge. It made clear in the tale that the neighbouring villagers of Speyside-on- 
Sea knew of the figuration and her habitat and that even the smallest child was 
taught not to go near the gully full of water. In this respect, the tale renders the good 
doctor more ignorant than an infant. In addition, the spirit mother’s rage could also
133 Ibid., 18.
134 Edward Long, The History o f  Jamaica; or, general survey o f the antient and modern state o f that 
island: with reflections on its situations, settlements, inhabitants, climate, products, commerce, laws, 
and government in 3 volumes, illustrated with copper plates , vol 2 (London: Frank Cass and Co, 1970), 
209,
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be said to stem from the fact that colonial policies ensured that outbreaks of cholera 
and typhoid were a common occurrence in the diaspora.135 Therefore, to be 
upbraided by a representative of this regime for keeping a baby, albeit a spiritual 
one, clean, would incur wrath. This wrath could not be openly expressed by New 
World Africans without dire consequences, thus the female figurations act as 
mouthpieces, for the disenfranchised community. The song as medium of subtle 
criticism and satire, with its repetition of the doctor’s title and words, recalls the 
song’s association with Ma Rose Cuffie and its employment of inaccessible African- 
derived vocabulary.
The Old Ragged Lady, who again is to be found beside the water, 
usually in front of wells where women traditionally go to get water, offers a series of 
insights into the diasporic condition and how to overcome powerlessness.136 This 
wizened figuration, invites women to scratch her back which is covered in broken 
bottles. Those who refuse to do so receive bad luck and those who oblige her receive 
riches and see her transform into a beautiful and young female spirit. Again, the 
diasporic woman is instructed not to take appearances at face value but is also being 
reminded of the penalties diasporic women incurred for disobedience. Like Ma Rose 
Cuffie’s mango tree, another limb, the human back was, in slavery, subjected to 
intense punishment. It was not uncommon for women to be "racked alive”, beheaded 
and “stacked on die Waterside”. Therefore, to dismiss an elder was to insult the 
memory of the millions of women who died and suffered in slavery.137
In addition, so-called Obeah or “High Science” women could embed
135 Eric Williams, From Columbus to Castro.The Histoiy o f  the Caribbean 1492-1969 (London : Andre 
Deutsch, 1970), 450-55.
1j6 Delzin, ‘The Folk Culture of Grenada and Carriacou, Through Stoiy and Song’, n.p.
137 Catherine C. Clinton, ‘With a Whip in His Hand: Rape, Memory, and African-American Women’,
History and Memory in Afi'ican-American Culture, eds. Genevieve Fabre and Robert O’Meally (New 
York: Oxford UP, 1994), 205-18.
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foreign objects into the human body and thus designate themselves as versed in the 
metaphysical.138 Those who did not recognise this discourse showed evidence of 
abandoning the religious practices of the diaspora and were therefore forced to “beg 
pardon”. In this way, the metaphysical female figurations were used to enforce group 
cohesion via the oral literature. This policy and extemporisation on the female body is 
crystallised in the figuration of Madam Grosdent.
Madam Grosdent was a human who made three pacts with the devil 
and was, as a result, allowed to rule despotically for 700 years.139 Due to her 
acquisition o f vast metaphysical powers, she was as wide as the planet, as high as the 
clouds and she could match the speed of the wind and the strength inherent in the 
waves. She could bite through rock and her voice was as loud as thunder. At the end 
of her long reign, and on the way to hell on the back of a terrified devil, Madam 
Grosdent fell and was dismembered. However, her blood fell in Diego Martin Valley 
in Trinidad, her heart transformed itself into Hart’s Cut, her tooth rose like a rock out 
of the sea, her head fell on an island and her brain formed Gasparee caves. These 
caves are full o f strangely-configured stones and a dark and gloomy river runs 
through them. This figuration’s determination to re-order the unfavourable milieu and 
encode it with her own somatic presence, premised on female power, points to the 
tale’s “veiled symbolism” and “malevolent blow”.140
According to Bilbey’s classification process which is premised on 
ethical dilemmas such as the abandonment or killing of crying infants by Maroon 
women in Surinam and Jamaica due to the imperative of survival, the tales fall into
IjS Delzin. ‘The Folk Culture o f Grenada and Carriacou, Through Story and Song.’, 19-20. There is a 
belief that conjurers can place animals and glass (among other objects) inside the human body.
Ll9 Besson, Folklore and Legends o f Trinidad and Tobago.
140 The “malevolent blow” contained in the apparent caress of much diasporic oral literature is 
delineated by Bernard Wolfe, ‘Uncle Remus and the Malevolent Rabbit’, in Dundes, Mother Wit From 
The Laughing Barr eh 527,
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the following categories: Mama Maladie, the Soucouyant, La Jablesse, Jack Mulatta 
and the Rider into “Infanticide’; Madam Grosdent and Pica’ny Moma Water into 
“Dissemination of Female Power”; the Mermaid and the Old Ragged Lady into “Wish 
Fulfillment” and Ma Rose Cuffie and Mama Glo into “Receiver of Sacrifices”.141
It is evident that these configurations formed a metaphysical sub-group 
which acted in direct opposition to the dominant, (politically), society. They 
transgressed every racist and sexist law regarding the African female. In shedding the 
central object of their servitude, then* skin, they were able to evade sites of 
domesticity and enslavement and disable the strategies of commodification and 
categorisation used against them by the dominant society. They appeared as powerful 
beings from a lost African continent with whom the dispossessed subject could fuse 
mentally and somatically, thereby rendering herself omnipotent and omniscient by 
association. In addition, by employing metamorphosis, they clandestinely presented 
means of revolt via altered states. For example, if they sucked blood, they were 
rehearsing the themes of matricide and suicide often used to disrupt the smooth 
fimctioning of the plantation and deny the slave-owner his property. The figures had 
not ‘Tasted salt”, meaning abandoned their African-derived specialist knowledge and 
powers.142 Therefore, they constituted oral literary examples for the community.
Their constant association with gastronomic and pharmacopoeial 
symbols and substances of importance to the “sciences” of Hoodoo, Kumina, Vodun, 
Big Drum, Santeria and Candomble, broadens their discourses and lends each element 
in their ritualistic dramas, deeper significance. For distance, “eating” encodes 
devouring the body, thereby incorporating it into a powerful and revised female
141 Bilbey, ‘Oral Traditions in Two Maroon Societies, in Hoogbergen, Born Out O f Resistance, 170-1.
142 To “taste salt” is an African-diasporic euphemism for losing the ability to fly back to Africa. See 
the tale o f Gang Gang Sara, Madam Grosdent and other flying metaphysical beings in Besson, Folklore 
and Legends o f  Trinidad and Tobago, 16-38.
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metaphysical body politic as described above, intent on re-establishing female 
suzerainty in the diaspora.143 If female figures such as the Rider and Soucouyant 
encourage theorisation and challenge the audience to recognise and revere disguised 
deities, then they cannot be deemed monolithic and essentialist, In addition, their 
paradoxical stance in relation to the community endears them to a wide range of 
African-diasporic women writers who, like figurations, do not form a monolithic 
group but share what Kenneth Bilbey terms an "overlapping African cultural 
heritage".144
The writers can generate new narratives and develop fresh 
configurations from such figures due to the latter’s inherent eclecticism. In addition, 
as Bilbey argues, the figures house long suppressed female histories, unavailable in 
written documents, so their inclusion in the novel presupposes innovative thematic 
currents, narrative structures and plot-lines of necessity new to the novel. 
Fundamentally, by engaging with these metaphysical figures’ discourses, the African- 
diasporic female writer begins the process of deconstructing received historiography 
and imperialist multi-narratives along the lines, but not identical to, the storyteller.
Furthermore, the writers’ extemporisations on the figures generate new 
configurations and permit a series of rapprochements between an increasingly urban 
community and the oral literature it has become estranged from. They also facilitate a 
rapprochement between the people of Africa and those of the diaspora. The literature 
records a forcibly divided people’s common history, and it permits close analyses of 
the socio-economic and cultural conditions met by Africans once they boarded the 
ships of the Middle Passage, most of which has been suppressed. The most 
submerged history, that o f women in the diaspora, is also dissected and disseminated
140 Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, G$lpd$: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 1-9.
144 Bilbey, ‘Oral Traditions in Two Maroon Societies’, in Hoogbergen, Born Out O f Resistance, 170.
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in this oral literature, thus permitting a rapprochement between historically divided 
communities o f women. Finally, diasporic oral literature houses and venerates “Mama 
Nu”, Our Mothers, through the sheer promulgation of their discourses and marks the 
Pantheon as both dynamic and educative.
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Chapter Two: The Female Metaphysical Figure in Slave Narratives and in the 
Contemporary African-American novel; Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were 
Watching God and Toni Morrison's Beloved and Paradise
The previous chapter made extensive connections between the Oloju M eji the female 
supernatural figure o f the Yoriiba of Nigeria, and the various female metaphysical 
figures in New World oral literature, it also demonstrated how the functions and 
significance of these figures were readjusted and transformed in the different contexts 
of the diaspora. The chapter argued that because the original Oloju M eji encoded 
both good and evil, it was not difficult for her duality to be refocused in the New 
World as on one hand, resistance to the oppression of slavery and, on the other, as a 
vehicle for subterfuge and violence within and outside slave communities. Within the 
new holocaustic environment of the diaspora, the tales around the Oloju M eji 
allowed insightful perceptions and theorisations on white supremacy and the new, 
violent socio-economic situation of slavery. At the same time, they worked to unite 
diasporic communities through various acts of subterfuge and violent attack. The 
function of the Oloju Meji was paradoxical. It worked against violent oppression, and 
at the same time, used violence to unite communities in the diaspora.
It will be argued that the metaphysical female figure is present in the 
earliest recorded writings of New World Africans and that this presence still 
permeates the contemporary African-diasporic literary canon. Therefore, the purpose 
of this chapter is to determine to what extent the female metaphysical figures are 
transfigured in imaginative works through the various historical and social changes in 
the diaspora. How have these transformations been shaped by the exigencies and 
needs of different historical periods and social situations? How have these figures 
functioned within the written medium and how have they been refigured in the 
contemporary discourses of different female writers? The chapter will focus on the
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imaginative possibilities, which the written medium and the novel genre afford the 
writer, as well as the various factors that mediate the woman writer’s use of the oral 
literature surrounding these figures. In addition, the analysis will investigate the 
extent to which these figurative symbols represent and interrogate the status quo and 
whether or not the focus of oppression and the target of resistance have changed 
through the centuries. It would be useful therefore to trace a trajectory of 
representations of the Oloju M eji figure from the earliest slave narratives to the 
recent works of contemporary female writers in the diaspora.
In the literature of the diaspora, slave narratives constitute the earliest 
form of written expression by descendants of Africans, and what this chapter needs to 
examine is whether this writing exploited the symbolic resources of female 
metaphysical figurations encoded in the oral literature of the diaspora.145 Although, as 
Frances Smith Foster points out, female slave narratives are not homogenous, they do 
constitute a distinct autobiographically-led canon, even though only thirty out of the 
hundreds recorded are written by diasporic women.146
The very conditions and times in which these narratives were written 
suggest that self-censorship was constantly practiced by the slaves themselves, and 
the apparent erasure of all elements to do with the metaphysical oral literature o f the 
slaves is evident in texts edited by white abolitionists. This was due to the fact that all 
African-derived culture was at the time regarded with suspicion or banned and 
deemed “primitive” (the Code Noil* being an example of legislation drawn up to
145 Minrose C, Gvvin, ‘Green-eyed Monsters o f the Slavocracy: Jealous Mistresses in Two Slave 
Narratives’, Conjuring: Black women, Fiction, and Literary Tradition, eds. Marjorie Pryse, and 
Hortense J. Spillers (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985), 42.
146 Frances Smith Foster, ‘Adding Color and Contour to Early American Self-Portraitures: 
Autobiographical Writings of Alfo-American Women’, in Ibid., 26-7.
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enforce this).147 Diasporic culture had therefore to submerge itself in order to survive, 
both in the Caribbean and the United States, and the oral literature was used 
extensively to house it. The ex-slave authors of the narratives would have been 
cognizant of the need to maintain this secrecy and drawing on the oral literature 
would have entailed betraying the existence of an entire substratum of 
epistemological knowledge used in the service of resistance to white supremacy. 
Also, some Christian slave narrative authors aspiring to middle class status, may have 
wished to distance themselves from a metaphysical figure which they would have 
regarded as too closely allied with the lower, bonded classes.
Indeed, Bernard Bell argues that these narratives constitute a link 
between the oral and literary genres and are characterized by linear plots describing 
the slave’s flight to freedom.148 Typically, the tales depict the evils of the “peculiar” 
institution of slavery, with the emphasis on describing the ravishments of the female 
body by white slave-holders and the sadistic excesses of the jealous plantation 
mistress. They also delineate the slave’s cunning manipulation of disguise and 
subterfuge to escape slavery and her activist role in helping others of her race in the 
Abolitionist Movement. It is clear then that even from the earliest period, women 
writers were using the text as an ideological tool and employing those strategies of 
subterfuge and disguise encoded in the oral literature without actually naming them as 
such in their texts.
Furthermore, the author stood in direct opposition to the abolitionist 
publisher and amanuensis who had the power of veto over the content of the text.
147 Gisler, L ’Escavage aux Antilles frangaises: (XVIF-XD? siecle), 19-33. Also see Frederick 
Douglass, Narrative o f the Life o f  Frederick Douglass An American Slave: Written by Himself ( New 
York: Anchor Books, 1963), 72. Douglass briefly mentions a leaf or e w e  which is metaphysical.
148 Bernard W. Bell, The Afro-American Novel and Its Tradition (Amherst: The U o f Massachusetts P, 
1987), 28.
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Therefore, while eye-witness accounts of slavery abounded, the veracity of the 
‘"word” or autobiographies of the slave women were constantly mediated by a white 
editor, contested and held in question. Thus, die slave narrative author could be said 
to constitute a “split subject”, in the sense of Gates’s use o f the term, denoting an 
author employing African-derived as well as European culture, and also in the sense 
of seemingly being unable to express female mythologies in the text.149 So, from its 
inception, the female diasporic voice was deemed secondary to the Abolitionist 
Movement’s political agenda and divided by a third hostile but seemingly paternal 
voice, that o f the usually male amanuensis.
Metonym, metaphor and chiasmus characterizes the texts, and were to 
remain telling features o f the diasporic canon. The voice of the amanuensis is 
parodied in the very text co-written by him, and it is deliberately made difficult to 
locate the true ideological stance of the ex-slave author. However, female narratives 
were different from the male in that they concentrated far more heavily on the 
particularistic plight of the female, therefore foregrounding more of the Rider’s and 
Soucouyant’s discourses. The slave author circumvented societal constraints and 
recorded the themes of the metaphysical figure, if not her actual presence, in the texts 
and most notably by briefly pointing to the metaphysical properties of ew e  and to the 
African-diasporic women and men who knew of their healing properties.
For example, the story of Mary Prince is the earliest and most 
celebrated slave narrative.150 The History was published in 1831, and records a life of 
physical abuse. While Mary does not mention the Soucouyant of her native 
Caribbean, she does record her act of Marooning and the protection given her by a
149 Henry Louis Gates, Jr. ‘Criticism in the Jungle’, Black Literature and Literaty Theory, gen.ed. 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr (New York: Routledge, 1990), 3.
150 Mary Prince, The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave, in Gates, Six Women's Slave 
Narratives, 1-23.
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woman who she intimates is a Vodun specialist. Mary also challenges “Backra 
man’s” words, and the predominant themes of infanticide, sexist oppression and rape, 
plantocratic sexual violence, resultant miscegenation and familial dissolution in her 
narrative, can all be traced back to the discourses of the Soucouyant and Rider.151 
Thus, the narrative style could be said to be rhetorical and digressive due to its 
circumvention of censorship by eliminating the metaphysical female figuration only 
to substitute her absence for a thematic presence.
The ante-bellum novel, Our Nig, written by Harriet E. Wilson, 
exemplifies the continuation of the gradual externalisation of the metaphysical female 
figure in the text in an oblique manner.1S2 For instance, Wilson uses dialogue 
extensively in the text and includes African-American Creole as well as the African- 
American figure of Aunt Abby, whose discourse she privileges over that of Frado’s 
owner, Mrs. Bellmont. Frado, the mixed race female protagonist, tells her tale in the 
first person and on her own terms, and the narrative can be seen as largely 
representative of Wilson’s own life story. In the novel, Frado’s threat to poison her 
cruel mistress refigures, in an unobtrusive manner, the militant discourses of the 
Rider.
The female metaphysical figure begins to surface once the white 
abolitionist editor no longer fully determines what should be omitted from the text. It 
is significant that Charles Chesnutt’s text of 1899, The Conjw'e Woman and Other 
Stories, focuses on the female metaphysical figure frankly and counters the happy 
slave narratives of Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus by displaying the non-felicitous
151 See Esteban Montego, The autobiography o f a Runaway Slave, 36, 42, 80-i, reveals the real slave 
belief system. Also see Benjamin A. Botkin, Lay My Burden Down, 29-38.
152 Harriet E. Wilson, Our Nig; or Sketches from the Life o f a Free Black (New York: Vintage Books, 
1983), 28-35. Also see Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the life o f a Slave Girl: Written by herself ed. 
Jean Fagan Yellin (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UP, 2000), 55-7.
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power of the female and the rhetorical nature of African-American discourses. This 
focus on female power is not an arbitrary one:
Dey wuz a cunjah ‘oman livhT down ‘mongs’ de free 
niggers 011 de Wiml’ton Road, en all de darkies fum 
Rockfish ter Beaver Crick wuz feared er her.154
and it counters Chandler Harris’ privileging of the male Remus.“Aun’ Peggy” (the
conjure woman) is then submerged within the body of Chesnutt’s text and is hardly
mentioned again. However, as in the slave narratives, the narratives which she
generates, (such as rhetorical language and the duping of whites) permeate the text.
Furthermore, the post-bellum novel, for example the African-American Frances Ellen
Watkins Harper’s Lola Leroy, while still centred on the theme o f the “Tragic Mulatta”,
does increasingly revert to African-diasporic Creoles and the oral literature, using
some of the images and themes encoded in the literature about the supernatural
powers of the female metaphysical figure.155
The decades preceding and following the First World War were times
of consolidation, particularly of creative female literary expression, with the racism of
the “Red Summer” of 1919 acting as an impetus for the decrying of indiscriminate
lynchings. The migrations from south to north of agrarian-based ex-slaves were
accompanied by a parallel migration of the oral literature and the situation gave the
writer continued polemical as well as emotional grist for the novel. However, the
status of the oral literature and its legitimacy as a vehicle for appropriation in the
novel was a matter of fierce debate among African-diasporic writers. Even with the
cultural revival and affirmation of African-Americans in the 1920s and 30s, these
153 Charles W. Chesnutt, The Conjure Woman and other conjure Tales (Durham: Duke UP, 1993), 36.
154 Ibid., 36.
155 Frances E.W. Harper, Iota Leroy or Shadows Uplifted (New York: Oxford UP, 1988).
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debates still continued. Thus, while the philosophical writing of the period talked of 
self- affirmation and unashamed expression o f the “New Negro’s” past, and self, the 
literature of the “renaissance” made little use of the submerged oral traditions and 
literature.
This was reflected in die 1920s and 30s which saw the rise of a vast
cultural movement termed the Harlem Renaissance. Henry Louis Gates Junior notes
that strictures demoting the metaphysical and promoting Standard English and the
scientific had gained wide currency in the African-American community during the
20s.156 Furthermore, Alain Locke, a philosopher, published what amounted to a
manifesto for the “New Negro” in 1925 in which he extolled the exodus from the
south, called for “scientific” objective examinations of the new international and
diasporic literary and cultural movement centred in Harlem, and announced the dawn
of a new revisionist era in African-American history, which excluded the
metaphysical and the lower classes.157 Locke’s thesis is replete with stereotypical
references to African-Americans. He repeatedly implies that African-Americans had
little “self-respect and self-independence” before the move to the city, and he uses
classist language to exclude the very group he seeks to promote:
The particular significance in the re-establishment of 
contact between the more advanced and representative 
classes is that it promises to offset some of the unfavorable 
reactions of the past...158
This characterization of the artist consigned the “conjure woman” and imaginative 
uses of the Rider to the past.
Locke’s theoretical exclusion of the female metaphysical figure and
156 Gates, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory> o f African-American Literary Criticism, 250 — 1.
157 Alain Locke. ‘The New Negro’, in The New Negro: An Interpretation, ed, Alain Locke (New York: 
Johnson Reprint, 1968), 3-16.
158 Ibid., 10.
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avocation of “primitivism” was directly challenged by Zora Neale Hurston. Indeed, 
the paradox o f the so-called self-expression of the “New Negro” is revealed when we 
recognise that a woman writer like Zora Neale Hurston who challenged such 
assumptions of racial and gender inferiority and unashamedly set her texts among the 
lower classes, employing African-American and African-Caribbean Creole idioms, 
received sharp rebukes from writers such as Richard Wright.159 Furthermore, as 
Hurston states, women writers were still dependent on oblique censorship in the form 
of white patrons such as Fannie Hurst and Nancy Cunard and publishers.160 Hurston’s 
unashamed use of African-American and African-Caribbean language increasingly 
alienated her from other African-American diasporic writers employing Standard 
English and only addressing “uplift of the race” themes through mixed race heroines. 
Yet it is obvious that it was her exploration of African-diasporic cultural retentions at 
this time, as well as the oral-based writing of the Jamaican, Una Marson, that ensured 
the permeation o f the nascent female canon with the female metaphysical figure.161
Jean Toomer’s Cane, with its emphasis on documenting metaphysical 
southern traditions and externalising issues to do with gender, lynching, 
miscegenation and the formation due to slavery of new American identities and races, 
buttressed these themes and issues in the diasporic novel generally.162 But it was 
principally the persistent research and oral-based writing of these female figures that
159 Michael M. Fabre, The Unfinished Quest o f Richard Wright, trans. Isabel Barzun (Urbana: U of 
Illinois P, 1993), 143.
160 Zora Neale Hurston, 'What White Publishers Won't Print', in Folklore, Memoirs, And Other 
Writings, 950-55.
!6i Una Marson, The Moth and the star/by Una Marson (Kingston, Jamaica: Published By The author, 
1937), 17, 70-1, 76 and 86. Also see Delia Jarrett-Macauley, The Life o f Una Marson 1905-65 
(Manchester: Manchester UP, 1998), 117-28.
162 Jean Toomer, Cane, ed. Darwin T. Turner (New York : W. W. Norton, 1975), 3-117.
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initiated a tradition of wilting in which the female metaphysical figure came to act as 
a central and strong protagonist in the writing of diasporic women.
Although the Great Depression and the advent of the Second World 
War may have deflated the cultural self-assertions of the Harlem Renaissance, it did 
not curtail the woman writer’s exploration of narrative and thematic techniques in 
Which the oral figurations were exploited in the examination o f the plural identities of 
increasingly affluent, urban-based New World women. The fifties, a time of great 
socio-economic wealth and change in America and, great deprivation in the 
Caribbean, saw another vast exodus. This time it proceeded from the Caribbean to 
America, and just as a parallel wave of migration, mostly o f male workers to the 
United States, at the turn of the century had brought new forms o f oral literature, this 
exodus worked to consolidate that cultural fusion.163 Writers of Caribbean origin such 
as Paule Marshall heralded the contemporary diasporic novel and as early as 1959 
was addressing the turbulent urban migrant situation in a fusion of the oral and written 
forms and extensively employing the female metaphysical figure from both Caribbean 
and African-American oral literature.164
The politically-charged atmosphere of the 1960s with its aura of 
cultural renaissance, Black consciousness and literary experimentation, enabled 
women writers to engage more openly with the female metaphysical figure as symbol 
and trope. In addition, the deflation of white colonial/patriarchal authority witnessed, 
in the acquisition of independence by African countries, the excavation of African 
mores by diasporic researchers, and the new access to autonomous publishing houses 
by women writers allowed a freedom never before enjoyed. From the late fifties to the 
nineties, the past was foregrounded as a guide to the present and future on a scale
16j Many men from the Caribbean went to the United States to work at the turn o f the century. Lennie 
MacDonald Simon, personal communication, England, 1998.
164 Paule Marshall, Brown Girl, Brownstones (London: W.H. Allen, 1960).
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unparalled in any other era. Across the diaspora, writers such as Toni Morrison, gave 
voice to the metaphysical in the lives of diasporic subjects and in the written text.165 
Her privileging of the metaphysical female figure opened up various avenues for 
exploring diasporic history and broadening the examination of the “female” role in the 
creation o f this history. In addition, the metaphors used opened doors for an 
exhaustive scrutiny of contemporary female identities in the diaspora, to the extent 
that it is now possible to talk in terms of the female metaphysical figure as a “trope” 
and to trace a trajectory of representations from Zora Neale Hurston to Toni Morrison.
The Female Metaphysical Figure As Trope In Diasporan Women’s Writing.
In the written literature of diasporic women the female metaphysical figure has been
refigured in various ways as a critical trope for challenging the completeness of
mainstream historical narratives about African-diasporic experience. It has, in
addition, provided a multi-faceted vehicle through which the female author can
address issues surrounding identity, gender and empowerment through a metaphysical
rather than scientific, rationalist lens. Through these figures, women writers have been
able to elaborate on the particular configurations these constructs take in relation to
the diasporic subject and illustrate how they mediate her experience of history. As
Carol Batker puts it:
Narrative acts upon, negotiates with, complicates, and 
can partially resolve historical entanglements. It is as 
agent as an active force within a larger community of 
discourses, that fiction becomes political. Careful 
attention to the ideological asymmetries and alignments 
o f historical discourses creates space for literary 
intervention.166
165 Toni Morrison (b 1931) is an African-American writer who was awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1993.
166 Carol Batker, ‘Love me like I like to be:The Sexual Politics of Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching 
God, the Classic Blues, and the Black Women’s Club Movement’, in African American Review 32:2 
(Summer 1998), 210.
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Batker’s emphasis on fiction’s mediating role is instructive, in that the 
canon under study engages with such socio-political issues and employs 
“ideologically saturated” language. The narratives constructed around female 
metaphysical figures work to introduce perspectives and dimensions of experience 
that enlarge and problematise diasporic experiences, filling gaps in representation and 
mining unexplored areas of women’s spiritual power and social empowerment. The 
female metaphysical figure has been especially pertinent as a trope because of its very 
paradoxical relation to the tradition from which it emerges.
While it embodies tradition, its discourses have changed with time and 
in response to different needs. An uneasy tension therefore exists between two realms 
and two temporal periods, providing writers with a chance to explore contemporary 
problems through representations of these figures. The Soucouyant and Rider figures 
stride the pages of women’s novels in the form of new and innovative configurations. 
Their discourses which relate practically to the diasporic indices of racism, sexism 
and gender, are enacted in an architectural arena.
A prime and early example of the use of the figure of the Rider can be 
found in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, published in 1937.167 
Hurston wrote the book whilst conducting anthropological research on African- 
derived religious systems in Haiti. Hurston’s view of the female literary figure was 
African-diasporic and by no means purely African-American. She conducted 
extensive research in both Jamaica and Haiti, but an often overlooked fact is that 
Florida is a state full of immigrants from the Caribbean and the Bahamas.168
167 Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (London: Virago P, 1986). Henceforth 
referred to as TEWWG.
168 Zora Neale Hurston. Writings By Zora Neale Hurston: From The Federal Writers’ Project, Go 
Gator and Muddy the Water, ed. Pamela Bordelon (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999), 153.
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Furthermore, at this time the Harlem Renaissance, a profoundly African-diasporic 
literary and artistic movement, (the Jamaican, Claude McKay was one o f the many 
Caribbean novelists and poets of the movement) was flourishing and Hurston was one 
of its leading, if  not typical, exponents.169
She saw many visions in her lifetime and became a fully initiated 
Hoodoo priestess, who took part in ceremonies to bring about death as well as rituals 
to promote love. She studied under female as well as male practitioners both in the 
Caribbean and the United States but records the pre-eminence of Marie Laveau and 
the Queen of Sheba whose powers she deemed superior to King Solomon’s. She was 
awarded the metaphysical name “Rain Bringer” and was told that she would be taught 
by the Supreme Being through the medium of storms.
With the text, TEWWG, Hurston introduced one of the earliest 
representations of the Rider into modernist discourse. Yet her synthesis of related 
African-diasporic female metaphysical figures in the character of Janie Crawford and 
her revision of Y oruba cosmology also addressed post-modernist female subjectivity, 
and is one o f the earliest examples of this. Hurston's innovative manipulation of the 
Rider's multiple discourses on identity, the split subject, double consciousness, 
disempowerment and empowerment, makes TEWWG one o f the first novels to 
address hitherto submerged African-diasporic female subjectivities. In this way, 
Hurston expanded the modernist project which was raging in the 1930s and also 
anticipated the post-modernist project with its testing of ideologies, experimental 
writing, intertextuality, extraliterary sources, speculations, carnivalesque plots and 
characterizations and presence of the past.
Hurston signalled her interest in the figure of the Rider early on whilst
169 Claude McKay, Claude McKay: A Long Way From Home: An Autobiography (London: Pluto P, 
1985), 95-115.
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doing research in New Orleans on Hoodoo, before herself becoming a “two-headed” 
practitioner and fully-fledged root doctor or manipulator of ewe. The very first ritual 
described in the Hoodoo section of Mules And Men is that of the disabling of a 
suspected Rider in the community and fully one third of the text deals with the uses of 
ew e  in the religion of Hoodoo.170 More than one Rider text is in Mules And Men and 
an oral literary example is positioned shortly before die recounting of the activities of 
a series of real Riders in the community of New Orleans.171
Hurston prefixes the accounts of the real figures with oral literary 
stories to do with resurrection and revenge, die “scariest” stories in the collection. She 
also prefixes the real Rider tales with demonstrations of the female power of the 
world’s greatest conjurers. This pre-eminence of place underlines Hurston’s thorough 
research o f the Rider’s historical spiritual genealogy and her associated ewe, 
Hurston’s interest in the “split subject” personality of the Rider who appears as a 
friendly elder by day and an avenging metaphysical female deity by night is tempered 
by her thorough research into the African-derived deitic provenance o f the figure.
Furthermore, Hurston’s fascination with the oral literary figures of the 
Caribbean has not been properly taken into account in relation to the revised Rider in 
TEWWG}12 La Jablesse’s duplicitous speech act interested Hurston and its 
imaginative possibilities are investigated and extemporised on in TEWWG as well as 
her mulatto representation and propensity to lure men to places of great danger to 
them. In TEWWG Hurston combines the Rider, Jack Mulatta, and La Jablesse in order 
to express the modem subjectivity of the African-diasporic female condition. By 
combining the three, she gave herself greater latitude in that she could include the
170 Ibid,, 186-7.
171 Ibid., 171.
172 Zora N. Hurston, Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings/Zora Neale Hurston, 296-8. The 
description o f the Rolling-Calf bears many similarities to that o f the Souconyant
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political discourses inherent in the religions of Candomble and Santeria which are 
endemic in the Caribbean figure’s operation. The La Jablesse ’s rhetorical laugh could 
be married with Jack Mulatta’s and used against John de Conquer’s.173 Furthermore, 
the incorporation of the Caribbean figuration with the African-American gave 
Hurston the licence to include additional terms of the expression of female 
subjectivity through the use of African-diasporic Creoles and metaphysical speech 
acts.
This interest is expressed in Hurston’s “manifesto” on what she termed 
the “Characteristics of Negro Expression” which the figure of the Rider linguistically 
encompasses. The manifesto acted as a counter-argument to Locke’s essay on the 
African-American artist and the edicts enunciated by the 1920s press on literary 
“correctness”. It also counters the “Tragic Mulatta” representations of women so 
prevalent at that time (and replaces her with the African-American figure of the Jack 
Mulatta) because it casts the female not as victim but victor, and the oral literature as 
dynamic, not dying:
Negro folklore is not a thing of the past. It is still in the 
making. Its great variety shows the adaptability of the 
black man: nothing is too old or too new, domestic or 
foreign, high or low, for his use.174
Hurston argues that the characteristics of “Negro expression” constitute a “secondary 
level of meaning”, tied to the practice of Hoodoo and Vodun.
The figure of the Rider encodes these secondary levels of meaning, 
which would only be known to an African-diasporic people and some members of the 
white Caribbean-Creole and American audience. The novel is thereby refigured into a
17j Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, vol 1, 45. Hurston, Writings by Zora Neale 
Hurston: from the Federal Writers1 Project, Go Gator and Muddy The Water, 69,
174 Hiu'ston, ‘Characteristics o f Negro Expression’, in Negro: Anthology Made By Nancy Cunard,, ed. 
Nancy Cunard (New York: Negro Universities P, 1969), 42.
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piquant (a trap for the unsuspecting reader unversed in the tradition of the oral tale). 
In this way, Hurston was able to wrest control of TEWWG from the censorship of both 
patron and publisher and engage imaginatively, through the figure of the Rider/Jack 
Mulatta/Ltf Jablesse, with taboo contemporaneous debates and ethical dilemmas 
facing diasporic women.
For example, the novel engages with the theme of uneven power 
relations between the dominant and diasporic society, translating them into an 
examination of sexual, racial and gender politics. While appearing to be a romance, 
TEWWG in fact employs literary trompe Vasil techniques through the combined 
figures of the Rider/Jack-o-Lantem/Jack Mulatta and the Soucouyant/La Jablesse in 
order to address the individual’s relation to history, debates around the role of the 
female artist, the portrayal o f women in the text, Creole as a legitimate mode of 
artistic expression, and the relevance of Hoodoo, Vodun and oral literature to a 
modem 1930s’ society.
The text also engages with the ethical dilemmas facing a migrant 
society after slavery, their political, gender, class and cultural choices. Due to the 
rhetorical basis of the text, TEWWG is a revised Rider/Jack Mulatta/Soucouyant/La 
Jablesse tale that has gone unnoticed for decades. It would be pmdent here therefore 
to look at the Rider’s traditional operation in the oral literature, in order to chart her 
metamorphosis and evolution in Hurston’s text.
For example, the Soucouyant sheds her skin and appears in the form of 
fire, sucks the blood o f her victims and “rides” or possesses them. The Rider’s 
operation in the oral tale is basically formulaic, in that she pretends to be a friendly, 
elderly lady living peaceably at the edge of town, like the Soucouyant. Her 
metaphysical speech act, “Round an’ about de key-hole,out de do’ we go” is
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succeeded by metamorphosis or the shedding of an outer human skin.175 The Rider is 
said to turn herself into a “squich” or screech owl or a snake (the Soucouyant can turn 
herself into many different animals, some of them only to be found 011 the continent of 
Africa). Flight to the home of die victim and the dream sequence wherein the 
individual is attacked and a mark left on the body then follows. The victim 
subsequently awakes to find herself ill and disoriented, having been ridden over rough 
ground by the Rider.
The community then goes through a process of divination to discover 
the identity o f the Rider and judges her. Death or expulsion from the community is 
then brought about through the application of metaphysical rites of protection such as 
leaving out an open knife or ice pick, reading the psalms of David over nine 
consecutive nights, placing nine new nails or needles into a bottle or crossing a knife 
and fork in the chimney. When undone the Rider cries out “Skin, skin, do yo’ know 
me? Skin, skin, do yo* know me?’* or “Lookee here, old skin, don’t you know me?” 
and ‘Do witch! Do come! Come on skin!” in similar vein to the Caribbean 
Soucouyant. Like the Soucouyant, the Rider has the rat as a familiar and also like the 
Soucouyant, she rubs on “witch o il” in order to shed her skin.176
The Jack Mulatta is another variation of La Jablesse. She lives in the 
woods and is sometimes termed the Jack-o’-Lantern, because she shines like a light, 
often on water, and people can be fooled into drowning.177 She also takes the form of 
a ball of fire and like La Jablesse, can also lead children astray unless parents 
remember to place a poker in the ashes of the fire when their offspring are out. The 
Jack-o’-Lantern/Jack Mulatta is remarkably similar to La Jablesse:
175 Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, vol 1, 138.
176 Ibid., 138-9.
177 Ibid., 136-7. Hurston, Mules and Men, 164.
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What they tell me about a jack-o’-lantern, it’s like a ghost, 
just as ragged as they could be. They carry a light, and 
they would lead you in the worsest briers and brambles 
they could find, and all through water to terrify you. They 
say they would laugh at you.
All these traits are shared with the Caribbean La Jablesse, whose house appears as a 
light and turns out to be piquant, or huge brambles. La Jablesse is a beautiful 
“mulatta” who leads children as well as unfaithflil men astray and she is often to be 
found in the woods and by the waterside. These similarities between the African- 
American Jack-o’-Lantem/Jack Mulatta and Caribbean Soucouyant and La Jablesse, 
are pronounced and indicative of the cross-fertilisation inherent in the oral literatures 
of highly mobile African-diasporic populations who stemmed from the same
179continent.
It is clear that the Rider functions as a source of the demonstration of 
metaphysical power with which the individual can fuse temporarily through the 
medium of the dream or “possession”. Because her discourses are known mainly to 
peoples of African descent, she affords the community a safe channel through which 
to theorise on ethical dilemmas, (such as infanticide and rebellion and its punitive 
consequences). In this way her interventions facilitate the clandestine articulation of 
counter-discourses to the dominant society’s regarding diasporic female subjectivity 
and the status quo, La Jablesse can be used as a vehicle to theorise on the politics of 
race and her dual nature can be used to both express the double consciousness of 
African-diasporic peoples and play out the intricacies of the gender relations of 
former slave communities.
The Rider/Jack Mulatta/Za Jablesse had great metaphysical powers
178 Hyatt, Ibid., 45.
179 Hurston, Writings By Zora Neale Hurston:rom the Federal Writers' Project, Go Gator and Muddy 
the Water, 89-93.
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and was the prime mediator regarding crises in the diaspora, which is why she was 
retained and refigured by New World Africans.180 It had always been her function to 
mediate familial dissolution and incorporate the remembrance o f diasporic strategies 
of survival through the religions of Hoodoo and Vodun. Hurston reconfigures and 
extends the Rider’s attributes, channels of communication and functions and alters the 
nature of her interventions. She affects this in order to defamiliarise the figure so that 
the literary Rider may house multiple narratives concerning the crises of the 1930s, 
and, more precisely, locate the “split subject”. The term “split subject” refers to the 
diasporic subject, tom between two cultures yet able to manipulate African-derived 
metaphysical power to try to reverse adverse power relations in the New World 
society. Each act of “metamorphosis” is therefore refigured and invested with socio­
political meaning.
Each of the character’s transformations is usually symbolic of 
psychological turmoil but also of an African-derived belief in possession and 
metamorphosis. “Metamorphosis” as it is applied in the literary text, has distinct and 
myriad meanings. It is used in TEWWG to designate Janie’s development from one 
level of consciousness regarding the effect of socialising forces on her subjectivity, to 
another. It is also used as a narrative technique to indicate the protagonist’s 
psychological conflict. For example, Hurston uses plural narrative consciousness’ and 
admixtures of different linguistic registers to indicate psychological development and 
change.
It is important to point out that “possession” is also invested with very 
different meanings to the anthropological sense in the female diasporic literary canon. 
In the anthropological sense, it denotes the occupation of the human body by a
180 Lucy McEwan, personal communication, Grenada 1996.
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metaphysical force, but the human subject does not remember what she expressed 
during the occupation of her body. In the literary text, “possession” is extemporised 
on and used as a trope in TEWWG for the displacement of male patriarchal discourses 
and the appropriation of public discursive “space” usually reserved for the male. It is 
also used as a trope to indicate a character’s degree of susceptibility to ancestral 
discourses which empower and the dominant society’s narratives, which enslave. It 
can also indicate psychic disequilibrium, double consciousness, and alterity in the 
subaltern.
Therefore, an accelerated and chaotic series of “possessions” 
emanating from both camps can indicate psychic disequilibrium because, unlike the 
anthropological example, the literary subject remembers what was expressed during 
the “possessions”. Psychological disequilibrium was very much the subject of intense 
debate, not least in the work of W.E.B. Du Bois, and the Rider’s act of metamorphosis 
lent Hurston an apt metaphorical trope for the discussion of the identity crisis facing 
the diasporic subject in the 1930s.181 In addition, these extemporisations on the 
Rider’s identity and operation, generated textual spaces into which Hurston could 
introduce other characters from the oral literature, such as John de Conquer. This 
strategy afforded the text enlarged perspectives on identity, gender, race and 
empowerment.
The novel’s often multi-faceted and allegorical character calls for 
multiple readings in which the trope of the female spiritual figure intersects with other 
forms in the exploration o f contemporary dilemmas. Thus, on one level, the novel can 
be read as a recording of the apparent liberation of a diasporic female through a series 
of metamorphoses; on another, it can be seen as valorising the oral cultural complex
181 William E. B. Du Bois, The Souls o f Black Folk (New York: Penguin Books, 1996), 4-5.
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of Eatonville, the part of the world from which Hurston hailed, on yet another level it 
may be seen as severely critiquing those very communities. TEWWG also operates as 
a locus of contemporaneous debate. In the 1930s the question of the identity of the 
New Negro was raging, with Alain Locke applauding the exodus of African- 
Americans from south to north and advocating “scientific” assessments of diasporic
t R9culture by the dominant society. Ironically, Locke comes across as an apologist for 
cultural amnesia whilst espousing race pride.
Hurston disrupts this male narrative with a multi-focal and cultural 
female figure who occupies many racial and class positions simultaneously; one who 
decries bourgeois conservatism and intra-racial prejudice, (Janie and Tea Cake 
“marry” despite the differences in their complexions and they befriend the Bahamian 
migrants in the Everglades) employs female metaphysical power and the vernacular 
and debunks the “True Woman, Tragic Mulatta” figuration so prevalent in female 
texts at that time. Hurston places Janie at the location of the cultural crossroads in the 
United States, {La Jablesse haunts crossroads and cemeteries according to Carlton 
R.Ottley), Florida, and in the migrant camp which houses Caribbean, Native- 
American and African-American peoples, as well as the ew e  used in Hoodoo. In 
addition, the Everglades was the historical location for Marooning of African slaves 
in their fight for independence, and Native-Americans lived openly there, therefore it 
is an apt location for the scriptural and linguistic battle between two oral literary and 
supposedly real figures.
Hurston’s Rider is a hybrid one, as befits the metaphysical oral literary 
figure from such a venue and state. Janie presents as a Jack Mulatta/Lo Jablesse, as 
she is a beautiful woman of mixed race who lures Tea Cake to the woods although 
seeming to follow him there, then kills him via the medium of water (Hurston even
182 Locke, ‘The New Negro’, in Locke, The New Negro, 3-16.
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goes as far as to symbolically add the presence of the oral literary Tar Baby to the 
flood scene). Janie also presents as the Rider/Soucouyant in that she “rides” her 
various husbands to death, except Logan Killicks whom she deserts. However, this 
combination of African-American and African-Caribbean female metaphysical figure 
is revised into a unique and early representation of modernist female subjectivity.
In combining the figures, Hurston was able to affect reconciliations 
between African-American and African-Caribbean peoples because in marrying the 
female metaphysical figures of two geographic areas, she was pointing out their 
commonalities and disparities simultaneously. Janie exhibits the traits of both camps 
and this hybridity speaks powerfully at a time when the value of African-diasporic 
oral literature was being questioned and the vernacular decried. Moreover, in 
combining the figures of two oral literary traditions, Hurston was able to affect socio­
economic and political reconciliations between the two peoples who found themselves 
in close proximity in Florida.
As the Rider’s discourses are increasingly submerged linguistically, 
but accelerated through “pharmacopoeia”, the oppression meted out to both African- 
American and African-Caribbean migrant workers is made plain.183 This juxtaposition 
highlights the legacy of enslavement and colonisation common to both peoples. 
Furthermore, the combination of the African-diasporic figures gave Hurston the 
latitude to offer a series of commentaries on the contemporary issues which affected 
the lives of African-diasporic women and because the metaphysical figurations house 
historical commentaries, she was able to present and evaluate the past through a single 
revised character. That past encompasses the history of slave communities, the
183 Baker, Jr, Workings o f the Spirit: The Poetics o f Afro-American Women’s Writings 96.
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suppression of the African-diasporic female figure and the division 
wrought in the black family. All these issues of displacement, negotiations of identity 
with the new land, troubled gender relations and migrant issues, are dealt with in the 
novel. To affect this, Hurston expresses Janie’s discourses via the channel of the 
elements associated with the female metaphysical figure, such as seeds, flora and 
fauna and the wind. As Janie develops into the multicultural Rider, her discourses are 
increasingly housed in the natural elements associated with avenging African- 
diasporic deities. For example, the ew e  of the Everglades, its potent seeds and 
numerous animals, are a conjurers “pharmacy” as Houston A. Baker 184puts it, and the 
flood encompasses the revised Rider’s anger with the warring, profligate and divided 
black communities portrayed throughout the novel.185
The strategy of the female protagonist speaking through the use of 
ew e  traditionally used in Hoodoo and Vodun rituals is innovative and permits the 
presentation of female counter-discourses even as a series of chauvinistic male voices 
appear to dominate the text. This is why the overalls-wearing Janie (overalls denote 
the usurpation of male space and power in this context) privileges “de muck” and its 
powerful ew e  and authenticates herself through a revision o f the traditional story­
telling mode.
Much diasporic story-telling took place at wakes, because these were 
one of the few occasions where Africans were permitted to congregate during slavery. 
Having returned from burying the dead, Janie addresses Phoeby (so named because 
her name means “moon’ and the Rider/Soucouyanl and La Jablesse!Jack Mulatta 
normally come out at night and the moon is intimately associated with the cultivation 
and gathering of ew e  by conjurers), and tells an unreliable tale premised on the
184 Baker, Jr, Workings o f  the Spirit: The Poetics o f  Afro-American Women's Writing, 96.
185 Ibid., 96.
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discourse of the Rider. Nothing Janie says can be taken at face value as she subverts 
literal meaning, replacing it instead with metaphysical signification. Such subversions 
and reformulations were essential to the woman novelist of the time in her struggle to 
circumvent male narratives which excluded the female subject.
For example, Janie Crawford, the defamiliarised 'RidQi/Soucouyant and 
Jack Mulatta/Ta Jablesse cum “Tragic Mulatta” of the text, is bom “Behind Backra 
House”, indicating her propensity towards challenging the dominant society’s 
discourses regarding the female metaphysical diasporic subject. This is because, like 
La Jablesse of the oral literature of the Caribbean, her occupation of this space 
designates resistance. From the outset, Janie is identified with the Rider’s key 
attributes: metamorphosis or self-division, possession, remembrance, blood-letting 
and the dream. Hurston asserts that for women, “the dream is the truth” (p. 9) whereas 
for men, “ships at a distance” which may never dock can dash their hopes of 
liberation and self-realisation.
Hurston is immediately setting up the opposition between Janie and her 
third husband, Tea Cake, who is intimately associated with the world of liberating 
dreams for the slave and the transformation of African deities in the New World.186 
Hurston opposes Tea Cake’s alteration of this liberating discourse into warped and 
violent sensibilities, with Janie’s liberating version of the dream. This oppositional 
dialectic will inform the hidden adversarial nature of their gender relationship (which 
itself will be portrayed through the literary device of the dream sequence). However, 
first of all, Hurston concentrates on refiguring the shedding of the skin of the Rider 
into a trope for the representation of the traumatised diasporic female and her recourse 
to metamorphosis for a healing experience.
186 Hurston, Writings By Zora Neale Hurston: From the Federal Writers’ Project, Go Gator and 
Muddy the Water, 69 and 78-83.
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It is Janie's ability to manipulate an internal and external self which
signals her development into the Rider, and Hurston charts this articulation of the
social ills plaguing the diasporic society through Janie's progressive evolution into the
figure. For example, when married to her first, abusive husband Logan Killicks, she
develops the ability to divide the self:
Janie turned from the door without answering and stood 
still in the middle o f the floor without knowing it. She 
turned wrongside out just standing there and feeling (p 53).
In addition, when her second husband, Joe Stark, attempts to divest her 
of all pride and self-esteem, equating her subjectivity with that of “chickens”, Janie 
perfects her latent ability to occupy two spaces simultaneously:
Then one day she sat and watched the shadow of herself 
going about tending store and prostrating itself before 
Jody, while all the time she herself sat under a shady tree 
with the wind blowing through her hair and her clothes (p.
119).
This imageiy almost exactly matches a description of the Caribbean Soucouyant 
“breezing o ff’or escaping the confines of a restrictive society:
Miss “X ” who lived nearby did not close her door at 
nights. She was seen naked in her yard at nights. As she 
said she was breezing o f f .187
“Breezing o ff’ implies a divided self, one resident in the yard and another in flight, 
like the Soucouyant. Janie is said to have knowledge of things no one had ever said to 
her, for instance, the words of “the trees and the wind” (p. 44), which recalls the 
Riders intimacy with ewe, flight and the elements.
Hurston employs ew e  as a series of discourses surrounding female
1R7
David, Folklore O f Carriacou, 30.
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suzerainty, sexual violence against women and embattled gender relations. This is 
because each ew e  has Y oruba and African-diasporic legends attached to it to do with 
Q yd s and Q stin’s (therefore the Rider’s and La Jablesse’s) linguistic and physical 
tussles with their husbands, $ango  and O gun.m  These battles are mirrored in 
revised fashion in the text as Janie militantly engages with the patriarchal discourses 
of a series of husbands beginning with Logan Killicks who is discarded for Joe Starks 
and ending with Vergible Woods or Tea Cake.
From the metaphysical context in which I view Hurston’s project, 
Logan Killicks may represent a revised O gun , Joe Starks may represent a refigured 
E$u/IJlJgbara  and Tea Cake may represent the revised oral literary figure of John de 
Conquer who may represent the hunter deity Q$qqsi due to his beauty, hunting 
dexterity, association with the woods, women and water and his close association 
particularly with Qsun , through legend.189 Logan Killicks is represented in the text 
as having enormous strength and as being able to clear the land effectively, like 
Ogun. His brusque manner, fearful temper and isolated house in the middle of the 
woods, also characterize him as having the traits of Ogiin. Joe Starks is characterized 
as having the main traits of Epu/JJlggbara, the little keeper of the crossroads 
between the living and the dead and the interpreter of all discourses. This is because 
Joe meets Janie by her gate, dominates all discussions and is characterized as ‘The 
Little Emperor of the cross-roads” whose favourite saying is “I god”.
Like E?u/ljl$gbara  he insists on being honoured first and on being 
listened to. Hurston critiques this role and Joe’s powers of interpretation, as she does
188 Harold Courlander, Tales ofYoruba Gods and Heroes (New York: Crown Publishers, 1973), 79-82 
and 11.
189 Pierre Verger, Notes Sar he Culte Des Orisa et Vodnn a Bahia, 14,208-221.Sandra T. Barnes, 
‘Introduction: The Many Faces o f Ogun’, in Bames, Africa’s Ogun: Old World and New, 1-18. Gates,
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Tea Cake’s ability to make the right choices. Tea Cake is characterized as a refigured 
John de Conquer from the oral literature as he represents the bravery, recklessness and 
joviality of the oral literary figure. All three men are politicized in that they represent 
the corrosive effect of racism and poverty on the psyche of African-American men of 
that era and the resultant domestic violence and gender-related conflicts. Yet the men 
are sympathetically drawn, but like Ogun, and E$u/JJ14gbara of Y oruba legend
t
and John de Conquer/Q$qqsi of African diasporic legend, their interactions with Qya 
\
and Qsun (the Rider and Jack Mulatta) are problematic and often entail the betrayal 
of their wives' metaphysical provenance. All three “husbands” have one commonality 
in TEWWG, they suppress the female voice and betray the Rider/Ya Jablesse 
character of Janie.
This is why Janie increasingly wears a ‘mask5 while tending to her 
need for solitude and a holistic sense of self, needs which cannot be met in any of the 
communities she visits. She has to continually “shed” identities due to the failings 
regarding the opportunities for self-apprehension and expression in the society in 
which she lives, and the men with whom she associates. Any wishes for fulfilment 
have to be transferred to a male “saviour” : “She was saving up feelings for some man 
she had never seen, She had an inside and an outside now and suddenly she knew how 
not to mix them” (pp. 114-15), and after Joe’s death, when she apprehends and 
decides to manipulate her physical and mental qualities, “she starched and ironed her 
face, forming it into just what people wanted to see” (p. 135).
Here, Janie’s characterization clearly recalls the Olojb M efi the 
“owners of two faces”, and Huston increasingly signals Janie’s deitic properties as the 
ability to metamorphose develops and personal and political crises accelerate which
Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 3-43. Hurston, Writings By Zora Neale Hurston: From the Federal Writers’ 
Project, Go Gator and Muddy the Water, 69.
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threaten her subjectivity. It becomes clear that as Janie’s ability to manipulate a 
passive exterior and vengeful interior self develops, so do the themes of social and 
political significance to women as well as men. Yet, it is shown that the women are 
excluded from such discourses; Logan Killicks repeatedly silences Janie, as does Joe 
Starks. Joe, who may be characterized as Epu/Jplpgbara, the Y oruba trickster figure 
who interprets the words of the other deities and acts as the mediator between 
humankind and the deities, silences Janie constantly.190
Instead of allowing Janie to participate in, and interpret discourses to 
do with the society and the oral literature, he silences the female voice, repressing it to 
the extent that Janie develops the dual nature of the Rider. The picture that Hurston 
paints of the new black town movement of the turn of the twentieth century, is most 
unflattering and one of the earliest representations o f the submerged histories of 
Affican-diasporic peoples. The town is portrayed as being replete with hypocrisy, 
intra-racial strife and the suppression of the female voice and more than a century 
later, Toni Morrison would return to this theme in Paradise,191
In her portrayal o f Joe Starks, Hurston is using the refigured 
E$u/fyl4gbara  here to indicate the chaotic nature of the African-American society 
when it divorces itself from its rural roots and in this regard, she is simultaneously 
critiquing Locke’s thesis regarding the “New Negro”.192 This is because Joe’s 
determination to accumulate wealth in the new black town and to distance himself 
from traditional rural values associated with the family and the rights of women to 
participate in decision-making, recalls the views of the advocates of “scientific”
190 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 21-3. Also see Edward M Pavlic Papa Legba, Ouvrier Barriere 
Por Moi Passer": Esu in Their Eyes & Zora Neale Hurston’s Diasporic Modernism’, in African 
American Review, 38:1, Spring (2004), 81 and 78.
191 Toni Morrison, Paradise (London: Chatto and Windus, 1998), 13-16.
192 Locke, ‘The New Negro’, in Locke, The New Negro:An Interpretation, 3-10.
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learning of the Renaissance movement of the 1930s. The Tragic Mulatta of TEWWG 
develops a dual nature in order to clandestinely express her desire for freedom and 
full artistic self-expression and in so doing, articulates what was anathema for the 
apologists of Locke’s “scientific” movement, namely the eloquent and powerful 
female oral literary figure whose discourses are unashamedly grounded in Hoodoo 
and ew e  as a political tool.193
This is why Hurston affects a narrative departure from the romantic 
towards the polemical, culminating in a courtroom judgement scene, where Janie’s 
love for her husband and sexuality are on trial and she can at last speak publicly. 
However, nothing Janie states in the trial can be believed. She has suffered domestic 
violence and betrayal at Tea Cake’s hands, and her public protestations of undying 
love for him cannot be taken at face value. Like the Jack Mulatta and La Jablesse, 
Janie drew Tea Cake to the demographic area where the metaphysical figure is at her 
most powerful, the woods. Here, the most potent ew e  associated with the Rider and 
La Jablesse (whose significations very much resemble those of Qya and Qstin, 
Y oriiba deities) are to be found and Hurston is intimating that Janie uses ew e  to 
silence the seed-gathering Tea Cake.194
The “muck” is in fact not a place for the silencing and enslavement o f 
the female. It is the venue of the expression of her greatest power, and this is 
translated through the power of the lake. Hurston was using her signification as “Rain 
Bringer” in a scriptural and political sense in that the flood silenced the chief 
oppressor o f the female voice, Tea Cake, and destroyed the economic structures of the 
sources of Afiican-diasporic oppression, the exploitative migrant camps. In one sense, 
therefore, Hurston expresses the “death of speech” in that she relocates the Rider’s
193 Cabrera, El Monte, 289-564.
194 See Thompson, Face o f  the Gods, 192-3 and 209-11.
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language, moving it from speech to symbolic e w e  and the flood.195 In this sense 
Hurston is demonstrating that the female voice can only be “heard” in the 
metaphysical realm because it is suppressed even in the black-run town and white-run 
labour camp. She is advocating the re-adoption of the metaphysical female modes of 
expression in the text.
Henry Louis Gates Junior sees Janie’s increasing ability to speak her 
way into history as “a rhetoric of division” derived from her ability to divide the 
self.196 On the other hand, Mary Helen Washington argues that this division is 
symptomatic o f “powerlessness” and that the split signals Janie’s division between 
two men and her exclusion from the oral traditions of her community.197 She argues 
that Hurston’s narrative strategies render Janie an object, rather than subject, and that 
orality is privileged over the presentation of psychological development. However, it 
is clear that Hurston is adapting the shedding of the skin o f the Rider onto a discourse 
on gender relationships and the psychological distortions inflicted on the female by 
the exigencies of bourgeois conservatism regarding the denial of female sexuality and 
self-expression.
She renegotiates the function of the Rider by broadening her discourses 
through the revision of one of her key attributes, metamorphosis, portraying it in a 
dual and complex manner. Not only is the female changed by adverse social 
circumstances, but Hurston also extends the Rider's power to counter societal forces 
through a series of extemporisations on metamorphosis.
An illustration of this is Hurston’s association of Janie with the conjure
195 Julia Kristeva, Desire In Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, trans. Thomas 
Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia UP, 1980), 57.
196 Gates, The Signifying Monkey, 203.
197 Washington, Invented Lives 237-54.
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woman, who epitomises the female manipulation of metamorphosis to affect harm or 
cures. Metamorphosis's ambivalence, its unpredictability, represents a trope for the 
female’s operation beyond the control of the dominant society and the patriarchal 
male. Therefore, Janie is accused of being a Rider or Hoodoo woman twice during the 
course of the novel. Once by Joe’s friends (p. 126) and then by the ailing Tea Cake’s 
compatriots,(p. 266). Hurston does this to centralise Janie’s ability to “ride” or 
possess others. This constitutes an affirmative discourse on female suzerainty and is 
emphasised by the fact that Janie will “possess” Tea Cake, who is representative of 
John de Conquer/Q$qqsi, a powerful male deity from the oral literature.198 He is 
represented repeatedly as being her “familiar” (pp. 144 and 151), a subordinate role, 
and he significantly introduces the dream sequence into the novel.
In order to conflate the Rider's transcendence of the oral literature and 
role as trope for the effects of racism and sexism on the female subject, Hurston 
introduces a dream sequence which is culled from the traditional Rider’s discourse. 
She focuses on the dream because metamorphosis is one of its principal traits, and this 
accords well with the Rider’s operations. Furthermore, the spiritual figure features 
naturally in dreams, so the Rider’s appearance would not strain the reader’s credulity. 
In addition, the dream is a channel of communication favoured by peoples of African 
descent as a way of receiving ancestral messages.
Hurston cleverly houses Janie’s discourse as a Rider, who is at the 
apex of her powers at the menopause and therefore able to “possess” the male, in the 
dream sequence. In the sequence, the reader is allowed to witness the evolution of the 
Rider so that she can understand her, rather than condemn her as “wicked”. By 
employing the dream as an imaginative technique, Hurston can concentrate the
198 Hurston, Mules and Men, 247. Hurston, ‘High John de Conquer’, in Dundes, Mother Wit from the 
Laughing Barrel, 542-44.
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Rider’s dual discourse, which is informed by duplicity, and set her against the most 
dexterous of male interveners in diasporic affairs, John de Conquer/ Q$qqsi.
John de Conquer, who Tea Cake represents, is a figure from African- 
American oral literature who inhabits the dream-world. During the war, in 1943, 
Hurston wrote a paper on John de Conquer, characterising him as a bringer of dreams, 
“an inside thing from which to live by” and John de Conquer root is an antidote to the 
Rider used in Hoodoo.199 When Tea Cake arrives, no one is present and he is 
described in deitic and Messianic terms. For example, he is characterized early on as 
“the son of Evening Sun”. Tea Cake’s other “official” name is Vergible Woods, 
which Gates argues is African-American for “veritable” meaning "truth", but which 
also points to Tea Cake’s deitic representation as the handsome hunter, Tea
Cake constantly tells a tissue of lies and Hurston is making a play on words and 
themes with his name and his provenance from the woods, places housing spirits in 
diasporic parlance.
Furthermore, Tea Cake boasts of stealing (slave) ships away from 
under the noses of white admirals, hails from Orlando on the coast (he came over 
from Africa on slave ships), is associated with the wind, seas, fishing, swamplands 
and the flood, plays the guitar and incites continual laughter, as does John of the oral 
literature {Q$qqsi’s association with iron implements was transformed into the metal 
guitar in the diaspora). Furthermore, Hurston has John de Conquer tales told in the 
text by people on the porch and by Tea Cake himself (p. 232), to hint at the male 
protagonist’s true identity and signification.
Early on in their courtship, Tea Cake appears to have the ability to read 
Janie’s mind, he guides her along a “palm-lined” path recalling Jesus’ entry into
199 Hurston, ‘High John de Conquer’, in Ibid., 542-4. Hurston, Mules and Men, 186-7.
200 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 191.
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Jerusalem, invokes St. Peter, sings a blues song whose central theme is the
redemption of sinners, and insists that Janie wear blue, the colour of John de
Conquer’s sky (and, ironically, the colour designed to deter the Rider) and 
Q?qqsi k  colour. The magnetic and popular Tea Cake reveals himself as a fisher of 
men, a title Janie will appropriate as she draws Tea Cake in with “a great fish-net”
and drapes it over her shoulder (p.286), and is a highly complex metaphysical
metaphor. He is principally characterized by Hurston as “a glance from God”, which 
again emphasises his deitic African provenance.
Janie is able to “ride” the “easy rider” (namely the sexually-adept Tea 
Cake), through the employment of linguistic dexterity, and it is revealed that his crime 
lies in his failure to spy the dual discourse. Janie survives diasporic charges of being a 
Rider, and the dominant society’s arraignment of her in court. However, she names 
herself indirectly when seemingly soothing Tea Cake:
Maybe it wuz uh witch ridin’ yuh, honey. AhTl see can’t
Ah find some mustard seed whilst Ah’s out? (p. 259)
Her appropriation of the colour blue and the seeds Tea Cake bought, illustrates her 
ability to circumvent rites of protection effective against the Rider of the oral 
literature. This is significant because Hurston is signalling the literary Rider’s 
departure from her ancestor and the old rules that used to govern her operation and the 
nature of her interventions.
By the end of the dream sequence, Janie has succeeded in reversing the 
power relations between male and female and, by extension, the power relations 
between Christianity and Hoodoo, the dominant society and the diasporic. She can 
now call Tea Cake to her service, in the same way as a fisherman can pull in his net, 
thereby disabling St. Peter/Tea Cake/John de Conquer, as the fisher of men, because
I l l
she has caught and possessed him. In Mules and Men it is stated that in the religion of 
Hoodoo, John de Conquer root, and the associated deity are powerful, and Verger 
points to a legend wherein Q$qqsi was seduced by Q$un and lured by her into the 
river where she resided. Hurston is revising this legend in diasporic mode and 
endowing it with political significance. The hapless Tea Cake unwittingly led the 
Rider to the very location where she is at the apex of her powers, the Everglades, with 
its profusion of perception-altering and even deadly, ewe. By the end of the novel, 
Janie can also live independently of the community, reverting to the world of dreams 
(continued “possessions”) to sustain her. She has become her own judge and tells her 
own tale in her own words, a luxury not afforded the Rider of the oral literature whose 
tale must be told in the third person.
Surprisingly, Hurston does not use the dream motif to externalise 
possession’s operations through the Rider. Instead, she submerges the act of 
possession, much like in the oral literature where it is only described briefly as a 
draining journey over “rough ground”. This submergence of the female voice just 
when it is at its most mature and independent is a deliberate narrative device which 
again extemporises on metamorphosis.
Janie’s transformation into a woman seemingly accepting of Tea 
Cake’s relentless lies and dismissal of her opinions, is unreliable. Her “silences” are 
duplicitous. Her inner fury, as the reader is presented with a picture o f an Everglades 
community increasingly divorced not only from its African-derived deities but also 
from its sense of familial responsibility, is externalised figuratively by the flood. In 
this way Hurston is extending the boundaries of modernism because in suppressing
201 Hurston, “High John de Conquer5 in Dundes, Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel, 544-5. Verger, 
Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia,, 209.
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the stream of consciousness and causing the “death of speech”, but externalising 
Janie’s true feelings via the channel of ew e  and the flood, she was using a new form 
of modernist expression culled from African-diasporic culture.
This is why Tea Cake’s fate is sealed when he and his cronies expel 
Mrs. Turner, Janie’s worshipper. This expulsion by the male of the female voice 
allows Hurston to openly use the language of worship of the female deity:
Half gods are worshipped in wine and flowers. Real gods 
require blood....She didn’t cling to Janie Woods the 
woman. She paid homage to Janie’s Caucasian 
characteristics as such. And when she was with Janie she 
had a feeling of transmutation (p. 216 “my editing”).
This call to arms is externalised by the flood, and Hurston replaces the story of Noah
and God’s act of judgement with the Rider’s judgment of the diasporic and dominant
community.
While the text emphasises the judgements meted out regarding Janie 
by the vindictive protagonists of the porch, it is clear by the end o f the novel that it 
really focuses on the judgements of angry African female deities. Mrs. Turner may 
well worship all things Caucasian, but it is strongly intimated that she employs 
Hoodoo/Vodun to avenge her expulsion. Janie may well be characterized as being of 
mixed race, but her modus operandi is decidedly rooted in African-derived oral 
literature. In this way, Hurston reverses the usual representations of the “Tragic 
Mulatta”, making her the victor over the male; this “Mulatta” is steeped in African 
derived metaphysical knowledge.202
The judgment of the Rider is tempered by Hurston’s portrayal of a 
community in crisis. The reader is presented with the dire conditions of migrant
202 Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, 40. The term “Mulatta” does not just refer to a 
person of mixed race, it is also the appellation for a devious spirit called “Jack-o5-Lantem".
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labour, an exploitative economy, its resultant domestic violence and familial 
dissolution, gambling and divisions between the African-American and Caribbean 
migrant communities. These crises necessitate the interventions of the multi-ethnic 
Rider, Janie. The relationship between Janie and her familiar, Tea Cake, reflects all 
these social ills. For example, their hunting dexterity, prefigures both their deaths and 
recalls the Rider’s susceptibility to silver bullets. The irony of Tea Cake teaching 
Janie the Rider to fish and kill alligators is comic because Puckett records that Marie 
Laveau boasted of going to school with crocodiles and he states that alligator teeth 
impede the Rider’s progress.204 Hurston is showing that this contemporary Rider can 
circumvent traditional impediments and out-shoot and out-hunt the most dexterous 
male of the oral literature who stemmed from Q$qqsL
Tea Cake beats Janie in order to illustrate his independence of spirit 
and manhood and this act of aggression determines his fate at her hands. It is a “non- 
felicitous”(violent) dream sequence, with death and destruction wrought on the 
“sinners” of Tea Cake’s blues song that signals this. The flood sequence, married as it 
is with the Bahamian migrant workers’ “fire dances” renders the divided community 
whole again. The storm is the locus for introspective analysis and interrogation of the 
Supreme Being’s wrath. The community’s eyes, the windows to the soul, question 
then watch God and this forces self-apprehension and self-interrogation on their part. 
The title of the book is ironic because the community’s eyes are not focused on the 
vengeful female deity whose wrath is encompassed in the storm and who is living 
amongst them in the character o f Janie.
Instead, the community focus on a distant white Christian God who is 
not from their traditions and who cannot save them. Hurston extemporises on Noah of
20‘’ Eddie McGivemey, personal communication, Trinidad, 1996.
204 Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 186.
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the Ark making him into a Caribbean migrant worker, Motor Boat, who sleeps out the 
flood in a house, which simply floats on the stormy waters. This revision is significant 
in that dream sequences constantly re-emphasise the presence of the Rider.
Therefore, the dream sequence’s extemalisation of Janie as the Rider 
necessitates the recognition of scriptural “palimpsests” on the part of the reader. As it 
becomes clearer that Janie’s discourse is polemically-coded, earlier references to 
trees, and the invasion of the flower by bees, have to be reinterpreted as does her 
relationship with her first two husbands and her grandmother. On one level, the flora 
and fauna do metaphorically represent Janie’s burgeoning puberty, but on another 
these symbols must be re-read as pertaining to the Rider’s propensity to invade the 
body through possession (the bees ‘invasion of the flower) and her occupation of the 
pear-tree alludes to the Affican-diasporic female occupation of certain trees (Janie 
wears a blue silk dress, the Rider lives in silk cotton trees).205 Furthermore, the oft- 
quoted passage denotes Janie’s accelerated development into the Rider, in that shortly 
afterwards, she begins a series of relationships with men whose patriarchal Manichean 
discourses are anathema to the Rider.
Some critics have failed to perceive these palimpsests. For example, 
Mary Helen Washington fails to interpret the deliberate “silences” of the female in the 
text which denote the fury and plotting of revenge of the Rider/female subject and she 
does not discern Hurston’s political use of ew e.206 Carby sees the ritual landscape as 
just that, rather than the venue of powerful ew e  related to the militant discourses of 
the R ider207 However, Henry Louis Gates Junior discerns what he calls the
205 The Soucouyant is believed to inhabit silk cotton trees at times when she is meeting with “dealers” 
who pay her for the blood she has sucked from her victims. See David, Folklore O f Carriacou, 29. 
Also see Cabrera, El Monte, 150-83.
206 Washington, Invented Lives, 237-45.
207 Hazel Carby, ‘The Politics o f Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk: Zora Neale Hurston’, in 
Genevieve Fabre, and Robert O’Meally, History and Memory In African American Culture, (New 
York: Oxford UP, 1994), 33-4.
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“opposition between metaphor and metonym” in the novel (linear story-telling 
contrasted with the circular as evidenced in Janie’s “startling metaphors”) and he 
points to Janie’s metaphors as “deadly”.208
Hazel Carby, on the other hand, accuses Hurston o f deploying rural 
topography and the oral literature of that arena to perpetuate ahistorical utopian 
representations designed to please the dominant society’s idea of “the happy 
darkie”,209 She argues that Hurston displays a “colonial imagination” wedded to 
invasive and distorted anthropological methodology which renders the masses 
minstrels. She insists that this methodology is representative of what she terms 
“discursive displacement” which ignores the migrations to the city and modernity’s 
effects on diasporic citizens and gender issues. Carby concludes that TEWWG 
recreates the idyllic childhood moment and privileges it over the “antagonisms” of 
historical experience. She also argues that Hurston is an intellectual novelist, divorced 
from the masses, who fails to resolve the class tensions between herself, the 
“subalterns” and the oral literature she purports to espouse.210 However, Carby fails to 
record or recognize the intellectual and theoretical depth of rural oral literature or the 
use made of it in the novel to address topical issues related to gender, sex, race and 
class.
On the other hand, Carol Batker argues that Hurston critiques 
“Women’s Club”middle-class morality and blues sexual politics in the novel.211 In the 
1930s, the emergent African-American middle classes tended to see women of the
208 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 177 and 205. Henry Louis Gates Jr, 'Criticism in the jungle', in 
Gates, Black Literature and Literary Theory, 20. Also see Pavlic, ‘"Papa Legba, Ouvrier Barriere Por 
Moi Passer": Esu in Their Eyes & Zora Neale Hurston’s Diasporic Modernism’, in African American 
Review, 84 and 69,
209 Carby, ‘The Politics o f Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk’, in Fabre and O’Meally, History and 
Memory In African American Culture, 28-38.
210 Ibid, 31-32.
211 Batker, "’Love me like I like to be”’, m African American Review, 2:2,202-3.
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lower classes as inherently promiscuous. Working-class blues singers such as Ma
Rainey answered these discourses with some vocal representations of lower-class
female respectability. Batker points to Hurston’s political credentials, her involvement
with anti-lynching campaigns and women’s movements and questions the exclusion
of TEWWG from political readings:
Hurston’s use of club writings and classic blues lyrics 
demonstrates that neither historical discourse represented 
sexuality unproblematically and both proved useful in 
representing African American women as sexual subject.212
As Houston A. Baker Junior argues along with Carol Batker, Hurston 
uses the blues idiom repeatedly (as evidenced by the sub-plot of Anne Tyler) as a 
vehicle to illustrate how notions of diasporic female sexuality mediated women’s’ 
gender relations and perceptions of self.213 Angela Davis makes the point that blues 
idioms were synonymous with political issues in the 1930s and that song had been 
historically used to convey diasporic societal crises by African-Americans such as 
Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth.214 Fundamentally, Carby fails to acknowledge 
the need for allegory and rhetorical discursive displacement which Hurston was 
forced to use extensively and which naturally stemmed from the rhetorical strategies 
of the oral literature.
On the other hand, Henry Louis Gates Junior locates the employment 
of rhetorical techniques in the text and focuses on the interplay between ‘Indirect 
Discourse” and what he terms “Free Indirect Discourse”, as an example.215 He states 
that TEWWG is a “speakerly” text, due to its use of oral-based dialogue and a
li2 lbid., 205.
21j Houston A. Baker, Jr, Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory 
(Chicago: The U of Chicago P, 1984), 14.
214 Angela Y. Davis, ‘Black Women and Music: A Historical Legacy of Struggle’, Wild Women in the 
Whirlwind: Afra-American Culture and the Contemporary Literary Renaissance, eds. Joanne M. 
Braxton, and Andree Nicola McLaughlin (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1990), 3-4 and 8-11.
215 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 194-207.
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similarly coloured narrative consciousness. He also deems Free Indirect Discourse a 
paradoxical “language of division”, due to its adherence to the oral literature, yet 
appearance in altered format in the text. He argues that it is the language of self- 
knowledge because it investigates communal as well as individual consciousness’, 
and that it was probably Hurston’s invention, However, Gates argues that Janie 
synthesises the male and female metaphor at the end, indicating her realised “self- 
control”, and states that she no longer wears a mask.216 This is not so, because the 
Rider’s central imperative is to retain the mask, it informs her essence in this text and 
has prevented critics from locating her true identity for decades.
However, Hurston could be accused of housing the figure of the Rider 
in too stereotypical a format to engender sustained political readings. Janie’s “Tragic 
Mulatta” characterization, while refigured, does not fully transcend its “female as 
victim” designation. The character is dying at the end of the novel as a result of 
society’s actions upon her and as a result of male violence (ironically Hurston has the 
male bite the Rider, rather than the other way round). This pessimistic scenario, 
although couched in terms symbolic of renewal and light, disqualifies the female 
transcendence o f patriarchal narratives. Hurston’s use of female mythology is also 
problematic in that it fails to represent the full complexities o f the socio-political 
issues addressed.
Because she submerges Janie’s real discourses in the dream sequence, 
she effectively stifles the female voice in the text and therefore her commentaries 
regarding gender, race, empowerment and class. The prevalent male discourse 
obscures the Rider’s and her “silent” battle with Tea Cake makes it textually 
ineffectual. Also Janie’s relation to female mythology and to her own metaphysical
216 Ibid., 213-14.
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powers, is problematic. She uses her powers to largely destroy rather than promote 
psychological growth. Her interventions do not alter the demotion of the female voice, 
and as evidence of this, the community of the porch’s relation to her at the beginning 
and the end of the text, remains one of disparagement. This uneven representation of 
the narrative consciousness eclipses the deeper “secondary levels of meaning”.
Furthermore, it is not clear what lessons have been learned from the 
Rider’s interventions in the text. The violence of the storm, which the Rider conjures 
up to interrupt Tea Cake’s John de Conquer tales and punish him and the community, 
provokes fear but not in-depth introspection or the realisation of self-knowledge. Tea 
Cake’s premature death is more representative of closure than the revision of his 
patriarchal discourses because, although Janie can call him in the spirit to her service, 
she fails to alter his abusive behaviour in life. In addition, Tea Cake’s “fun-loving 
Negro” categorisation also militates against the seriousness o f his discourses 
surrounding the effect of racism on gender relations and the male concept of 
manhood.
However, Hurston could be said to be parodying this stereotypical 
“happy darkie” in the text whilst clandestinely proffering a powerful metaphysical 
figure, culled from the oral literature. In her exposition of the characteristics of oral 
literary speech, Hurston emphasised that although John de Conquer appeared to be 
frivolous, his discourse in fact held layers o f meaning. His secret laughter had helped 
the slaves and their descendants survive and his “song” had sustained African- 
diasporic people for centuries. However, her housing of topical debates in a series of 
gender relationships promotes an uneasy coexistence of socio-economic 
considerations and the romantic which Hurston draws attention to in her 
autobiography, where she records a difficult love relationship with her boyfriend, who
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was of Caribbean descent, at the time of writing the text:
So I pitched in to work hard on my research to smother my 
feelings. But the thing would not down. The plot was far 
from the circumstances, but I tried to embalm all the 
tenderness of my passion for him in ‘Their Eyes were 
Watching God”.217
While these factors do not negate the text, they do raise questions regarding the 
appropriateness of Hurston’s reformulation of the Rider.
However, TEWWG does intervene in the debate surrounding the 
relinquishment of diasporic cultures in favour of that of the dominant Euro- 
Americans. Hurston does successfully create a figure who transcends the oral 
literature, affects reconciliations between African-American and African-Caribbean 
peoples and disrupts the relegation of the female metaphysical figure to the past. 
Furthermore, by privileging the Everglades, the place of ewe, as the venue for female 
spiritual growth and expression, Hurston directly contradicts Locke’s demotion of the 
rural and African-diasporic oral literature. By foregrounding the Rider, she offered a 
series of commentaries on contemporary issues surrounding gender, race, identity and 
empowerment, if  a somewhat muted one. This feat, at a time when lynching was still 
rampant and Jim Crow lawlessness the norm, underlines Hurston’s pioneering literary 
spirit and has led Henry Louis Gates Junior to characterize the text as “a bold feminist 
novel, the first to be explicitly so in the Afro-American tradition.”218
This is due to Hurston’s overt engagement with race and gender, 
hitherto commonly elided by the diasporic canon. The emphasis on defamiliarisation,
217 Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road'. An Autobiography (London.Virago P, 1986), 260.
218 Gates, Jr, Afterward, ‘Zora Neale Hurston: “A Negro Way Of Saying”’, in Hurston, Mules and Men, 
289.
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innovative neologisms, the unreliable narrator, cyclical rather than linear plot-lines 
and the focus on the female voice as authoritative, does recall modernism’s 
proclivities and the text is permeated by the preoccupation with the subconscious, as 
evidenced by the dream sequence. Hurston privileged the action of Hoodoo and 
Haitian Vodun on her writing as well as the oral literature of both African-American 
and Caribbean peoples resident in the United States and on the Caribbean islands.219 
TWWEG is a riposte to Baby-face-Turl in Mules And Men who states “Naw, Ah don’t 
wanta hear bout no witches ridin’ no-body....Ah been done rode tuh death in mah 
time. Can’t bear tuh hear tell of it” 220 Zora Neale Hurston reworked such tales into 
one of the earliest representations of the modernist female condition.
While her work does not appear to obey modernist rules in that the 
stream of consciousness is relocated to expressions stemming from the discourse of 
transformed ew e  o f the New World landscape, and her unusual juxtapositions are 
drawn from the discourses of the African-diasporic female metaphysical figure, in fact 
she extends the boundaries of the modernist project. Hurston does this due to her 
unique perspective as an African-American woman. She introduces female 
metaphysical characters from the African-American tradition into the modernist 
movement, thereby expanding the latter's perceptions of identity, gender and 
empowerment.
Whereas the majority o f modernist writers wrote from the perspective 
of the coloniser, Hurston wrote from die perspective of the underdog and this brought 
a new breadth of vision in regard to new themes and female subjectivities, to the 
modernist tradition. It is simply that this has not been recognised. Hurston’s relation
219 Hurston, Writings By Zora Neale Hurston: From the Federal Writers’ Project, Go Gator and 
Muddy the Water, 89-91.
220 Hurston, Mules and Men, 171-2.
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to history, race and class has been shown to be of a particular order, dictated in large 
measure by her experience of history and understanding and interpretation of female 
mythologies and the indices of race and class. A comparative analysis with another 
African-American woman writer’s use of female mythology and treatment of the 
figure of the Rider, would now be instructive.
The Rider Figure In The Work Of Toni Morrison.
It is in the work of the distinguished contemporary African-American novelist, Toni
Morrison, that several innovative fusions of the oral and the written may be gleaned.
Indeed an analysis of Morrison’s use o f the female metaphysical figures in relation to
Zora Neale Hurston’s writing would illustrate my earlier assumption that new social
realities in the diaspora created new needs and new exploitations and transformations
of female figures from the oral tradition. Whereas the African-American community
in TEWWG is a nascent one in urban terms, Morrison is able to investigate and
portray a much broader sweep of history and socio-economic issues. Hurston was
writing at a time not far removed from the era of slavery itself, while Morrison’s
writing takes place in the modem era supposedly far removed from slavery. This
impacts on the nature of the social circumstances which mediate Hurston’s and
Morrison’s perceptions of race, gender, class and sex. Although both novelists deal
extensively with these issues, they do so through different historical lenses and
personal relations to history.
Nana Wilson-Tagoe argues that “a concept of history”, negotiated
through women’s historical experience of it:
[I]s always mediated by racial and personal histories and 
by the kinds of claims that the past makes on a writer’s 
perception of the present. The modes of employment, o f 
language and figurative discourse that manifest the
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historical consciousness of a woman writer may make
991several other statements on her apprehension of history.
She goes on to argue that the context in which the text is constructed offers a 
“different order o f imagination” and representation in Caribbean women’s writing. 
These statements can be applied to African-American women’s writing and the 
difference in conceptualisation and function of Hurston’s and Morrison’s Riders. To 
illustrate this point, the Riders of the texts tinder study do not manifest the same levels 
of consciousness of historical processes and socialising forces. Their ability to 
negotiate “contending ideologies”, to affect psychological change leading to a greater 
apprehension o f historical processes in the community, varies greatly.
This difference in the “perception and understanding” of history does 
not just occur between Hurston’s representations of the Rider and Morrison’s, but also 
among Morrison’s Riders. These differing levels of consciousness often reflect the 
Rider’s status in society and the level of the community’s awareness o f socio-political 
issues. For example, it is not uncommon for the Rider’s narratives to address topics 
which the narrative consciousness has not fully comprehended. Both Hurston and 
Morrison portray the “split subject” by extemporising on the Rider’s shedding of her 
skin as an act of metamorphosis, but their imaginative representations of this theme 
are vastly different, along with the functions they both accord it. This is also the case 
with the nature of the crises the Riders intervene in and of their interventions.
For instance, Morrison affects unprecedented extemporisations on the 
Rider’s metamorphoses, elevating the shedding of the skin into multiple 
commentaries on identity, thus using the trope of metamorphosis as a political and 
ideological tool to probe the individual’s relationship to history. This is because the 
Rider functions as a trope for the conception of history privileged by West Africans
221 Nana Wilson-Tagoe, Historical Thought and Literary Representation in West Indian Literature
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and African-diasporic peoples who hold to the metaphysical. Therefore, the 
“confrontation with the ancestor” invariably signals an interaction with this particular 
configuration of history, and a simultaneous engagement with contemporaneous 
socio-political issues related to that history. The individual’s reaction to and 
relationship with the Rider, more often than not denotes the level o f her perception of 
history and concept of self. Morrison’s interest in exploring the intersection of history, 
race, gender and class, has been clearly stated:
I am interested in what prompts and makes possible this 
process of entering what one is estranged from —  and in 
what disables the foray, for purposes of fiction, into 
comers of the consciousness held off and away from the 
reach o f the writer’s imagination. My work requires me to 
think about how free I can be as an African-American 
woman writer in my genderized, sexualized, wholly 
racialized world.222
She grafts the discourse of the Rider on to the marginalised figure of 
the “dead” African-diasporic girl, in order to circumvent these restraints. She records 
this strategy in a conversation with Gloria Naylor, stating that she foregrounds 
violently killed diasporic females and the ancestral figure in her work because they 
are absent from mainstream literary narratives and can act as tropes for female 
subjectivity.223 Morrison terms this characterization an act of “reclamation” and, in an 
interview with Claudia Tate, she deems such figures “pariahs”.224
She argues that these “unreconstructed” configurations force diasporic 
communities to examine their consciences because of their lack of adherence to 
societal laws, temporal or esoteric. Unlike Hurston’s Rider, Morrison’s vastly 
differentiated configurations openly investigate and interrogate the channels of
(Florida: UP of Florida, 1998), 232.
222 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: whiteness and the literary imagination, The William E. Massey 
Sr. Lectures in the Histoiy o f American Civilization (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UP, 1992), 4.
22-> Naylor and Morrison, ‘A Conversation’, in Southern Review, 576-86.
224 Claudia Tate, Black Women Writers At Work (Herts: Oldcastle Books, 1985), 129.
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communication and thematic currents of the female metaphysical figure. Whereas 
Hurston affected the “death of speech” in order to externalise expression of the Rider 
through ew e, (here Hurston is imitating the Rider’s modus operandi in that the 
latter’s speech act is very brief but her somatic acts are pronounced as is her 
concentration on the use of ewe) Morrison is far more open about the Rider’s 
thoughts and streams of consciousness are to be found in her texts. This openness is 
duplicitous however, and even the externalisation of thoughts can be problematic in 
Morrison because the characters do not always apprehend the complexity of their own 
identities and the historical legacies of the latter. She complicates the Rider’s 
apprehensions of self and others and her understanding of history.
This is why Morrison challenges the legitimacy o f each episode and 
theme from the oral literature of the Rider and “discusses” and questions the figure’s 
motives, modus operandi, and her relevance to female subjectivity and a post­
modernist world. Therefore, her concept of the Rider/History could be deemed post­
modernist, with the focus very much on the “presence of the past”. Janie Crawford is 
derived from the oral literature, but she is very much a creature of the 1930s, closely 
reflecting its debates. Morrison, however, uses the Rider to straddle many temporal 
periods in a very deliberate manner, her stated purpose being to document female 
histories and relationships.225
For example, Morrison attaches the Riders’ operations to those of the 
eternal figure she terms “the ancestor” because, as she states in an explanatory essay:
There is always an elder there. And these ancestors are not 
just parents, they are sort of timeless people whose 
relationships to the characters are benevolent, instructive, 
and protective, and they provide a certain kind of
225 Ibid., 118.
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wisdom.226
However, the relation is not unproblematic, and the individuals’ reactions to the Rider 
are highly differentiated in Morrison’s texts, as are the Riders themselves, to reflect 
the different configurations of the historical process in different diasporic lives. An 
individual’s reaction to the Rider/History can denote her state of mind and evidence 
her psychic disequilibrium. Even if the relation to the Rider is shown to be a “filial” 
one, as Nana Wilson-Tagoe terms it, with the individual in a subservient role to the 
ancestor, this can be damaging to the protagonist’s sense of independence and 
connectedness to the diaspora and provoke their dismissal of the ancestor 227
If the relation is a distant one, premised on the denial of origins, then 
the individual’s psychic health can be equally damaged. To exemplify this, Morrison 
points to the increasing estrangement of the diasporic community from such figures 
and warns:
When you kill the ancestor you kill yourself. I want to 
point out the dangers, to show that nice things don’t always 
happen to the totally self-reliant if there is no conscious 
historical connection.228
The Rider represents different configurations of that “historical 
connection” in Morrison’s texts. Furthermore, she also endows the figure with what 
she terms “discredited knowledge”, thus centralising Affican-diasporic cosmology 
and, in so doing, issues surrounding diasporic social realities and identities in the New 
World, the two being inextricably linked. Morrison states that her work is 
unashamedly political and that it enlightens whilst locating areas of conflict in the 
community. Hurston decried the politics of “race leaders” and this impacted on the 
discourses of her Rider because it created a hiatus in the text’s treatment of race and
226 Toni Morrison, ‘Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation’, in Black Women Writers (1950-1980): A 
Critical Evaluation, ed. Mari Evans (New York: Anchor P-Doubleday, 1984), 343.
227 Wilson-Tagoe, Historical Thought and Literary Representation in West Indian Literature, 254.
228 Morrison, ‘Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation’, in Evans, Black Women Writers, 344,
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gender. Hurston did not believe in race as a binding force, declaring that all humans 
are created equal and highlighting the divisions among African-Americans.229
This impacts on Hurston's characterizations in TEWWG in that intra- 
racial divisions are emphasized rather than racial commonalities and strengths. 
Hurston was at pains to promote the African-American oral literature not because she 
believed it to be superior to that of white Americans, but because it recorded the 
diverse aspirations and viewpoints of a community’s received historiography held to 
be monogamous culturally and politically. Morrison, on the other hand, emphasizes 
the diversity of African-American subjectivities in order to extrapolate their 
paradoxical specificities. Morrison in fact expounds a racial consciousness which 
opposes that of Hurston's because race pride is central to it.
Morrison’s relation to literature and theory however, appears to closely 
resemble Bakhtinian and Kristevian philosophy regarding the novel. Bakhtin's 
emphasis on the oral literary foundation of the modem novel, its polyglossia, 
plasticity and inconclusiveness as well as its speculative nature and propensity to test 
ideologies and reveal ideas, accords well with Morrison's pronouncements on the 
novel. Furthermore, Kristeva's emphasis on the intertextuality o f the contemporary 
novel which she argues is based on speech acts, and her insistence on the dangerous 
and revolutionary nature of the camivalesque, also accord well with Morrison's 
strategies in the novel. This allows her to use the novel and the figure of the Rider 
in more radical ways than Hurston.
Hazel Carby for instance, has argued that Hurston wanted to preserve
229 Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road, 235-7 and 215-23. Morrison, ‘Rootedness: The Ancestor as 
Foundation’, in Evans, Black Women Writers, 339.
230 Mikhail M.Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, trans. Caryl 
Emerson, and Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: U o f Texas P, 1988), 36,39, 13, 7, 32, 
26 and 260-63. Kristeva, Desire In Language, 36-8, 71, 80 and 66-9. Naylor and Morrison, ‘A 
Conversation’, in Southern Review, 590.
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the concept of “Negroness”, to negotiate and rewrite its cultural meanings and, 
finally, to reclaim an aesthetically purified version of “blackness”.231 While Hazel 
Carby may exaggerate Hurston’s intractability in her use of an “authentic” southern 
“self for the sign of blackness, she does make a valid point in that Hurston tends not 
to diversify the sign. On the other hand, it may be argued that it is Morrison’s political 
and gendered stance towards the novel that enables her to move the Rider figure 
towards other more radical ends.
The Bakhtinian approach to die novel permits a more innovative and 
experiential configuration of the Rider.232 Bakhtin argues that the “popular mask”, 
such as that of Harlequin, can step out of the plot to occupy infinite identities and 
places, and this recalls Morrison’s literary displacement of the Rider. For example, 
Morrison wrests the Rider from the oral literature and repositions her in the written 
text in multiple forms. This discursive displacement marks a major shift in the Rider’s 
dialectic and offers myriad opportunities for diverse historical analyses through the 
multi-layered and multi-faceted figure. In this regard, Morrison’s conceptualisation of 
the Rider would of necessity be post-modernist, unlike Hurston’s earlier version but 
house similarities because they are drawn from the same ‘‘tradition” as Morrison puts 
it.233
To illustrate this divide and to locate the differences with regard to the 
Rider’s interventions, it would be useful to look at Morrison’s conceptualisation of 
the Rider in three texts spanning three decades, from die 1970s to the late 1990s, and 
to compare her configuration of the Rider to Hurston’s. The first book to be studied is 
Beloved, which was published in 1987, and which perhaps constitutes Morrison’s
231 Carby, ‘The Politics of Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk’, in Fabre and O’Meally, Histoiy and 
Memory In African American Culture, 32-4.
2j2 Bakhtin, ‘Epic And Novel5, The Dialogic Imagination, 3-40.
23-1 Nellie McKay, ‘An Interview with Toni Morrison’, Contemporary Literature XXIV, 4 (1983), 425.
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most complex and successful configuration of the Rider to date. This novel expands 
the post-modernist project by exploring the presence of the past from the innovative 
perspective of several conjoined African-diasporic female subjectivities represented 
by the main character of Beloved. The text explores the impact o f the processes of 
slavery on the female psyche and thereby tests ideologies. It also uses the post­
modernist series of "masks" to explore the female subjectivities through the 
carnivalesque and its inherently non-felicitous nature.
These strategies allow Morrison to increase the breadth of the post­
modernist project in that marginalised female voices from slavery are unearthed and 
speculated on due to the series of masks worn by Beloved. Through her carnivalesque 
characterization, the pariah's discourses are revealed and specific African-diasporic 
cosmologies explored and transcended. The Rider acquires new socio-political traits 
and modes of communication within the context of a society which strives to suppress 
the female voice. Morrison seeks to portray fractured female post-modernist 
subjectivities as well as the double consciousness of the African-American subject, 
through the prism of the innovative mythology of the revised Rider.
Because these subjectivities were ignored in received historiography, 
Morrison speculates on them and this lends the text an inconclusive quality which is 
in keeping with the Rider's discourses surrounding self-apprehension. This is because, 
when the Rider's skin is salted and she is undone, she addresses what is essentially a 
divided self. This fragmentation and division is characteristic of the post-modernist 
female subject and Beloved will pose a series of questions surrounding identity and 
the legitimacy of infanticide in the text.
This is why Morrison foregrounds infanticide, one of the Rider’s
234 Toni Morrison, Beloved (London. Picador-Pan,1988).
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central modes of communication in order to paradoxically resurrect the discourses of 
the dead black girl o f slavery while simultaneously revealing the fissures in those 
discourses. This discourse is absent from TEWWG and points to the issue of the 
woman writer’s selection of theme according to interest and historical perspective on 
the past. Morrison has stated her interest in the "dead black girl” and this focus on 
infanticide allows her to elaborate on the theme through the character of the Rider by 
unusually making her the victim of infanticide and later, matricide (the killing of the 
ancestor). In 1851, Margaret Gamer, a fugitive slave, took the life of her daughter 
with her mother-in-law’s complicity. Morrison refigures the factual event, taken from 
a newspaper report o f the time, into a novel.
The novel is set in the years 1873-4, but there are constant flashbacks 
to 1851, the year Margaret Garner committed her act of infanticide. Like Hurston, 
Morrison refigures the Rider’s shedding of the skin into a literary device of self­
division, but hers is a more graphic, extensive and complex extemporisation. In 
Morrison’s texts, metamorphosis is used to denote the split subject and to reflect this 
subject’s consequent psychological disequilibrium yet clandestine avenging spirit. 
Unlike Hurston, Morrison uses the trope of the Rider to overtly explore many 
historical experiences and contemporary mythologies regarding the female diasporic 
subject. Morrison’s characters stem from many socio-economic backgrounds and she 
uses the imaginative possibilities inherent in metamorphosis to engage more fully 
with political issues.
With Beloved’s dream-like entrance, issues to do with culpability, guilt 
and responsibility are introduced and constantly reiterated. Morrison is able to 
investigate the stereotype of the "pathological” African-diasporic mother generated by 
eighteenth and nineteenth century scientific racists. She critiques the Rider’s act of 
infanticide by making her the object of it. This clever reversal allows Beloved to
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interrogate acts of violence and betrayal and their consequences on the individual and 
community. Morrison is able to naturally extend these critiques to encompass 
narratives and criticisms of slavery and the status quo, which subjugated the female. 
She is also able to incorporate male experiences of slavery and the post-Emancipation 
socio-political situation through Paul D.
One of the central dream sequences involves him and extemporises on 
the Rider’s association with ewe, gastronomy (salt, palm-oil and seeds) and sex (the 
sexual connotations of the word “ride”). Whereas the “easy rider” Tea Cake, was 
possessed by Janie but was unable to derive lessons from the experience because he 
was unconscious of the event, Morrison makes Paul D fully aware of the act and 
shows him undergoing a process of self-realisation and consciousness of the 
socialising conditions under which he and Sethe have lived.
Morrison locates the text in an unusual female household. She 
personalises the political in this way and makes Beloved’s representation of multiple 
histories complicate the individual’s perception of her. Also, in Beloved, the reader is 
presented with a series of portraits of female psychological disequilibrium and a 
representation of male emotional stasis in Paul D, so gender considerations are also 
foregrounded in relation to historical experience and concepts of history. Sethe and 
Denver have low levels of self-apprehension and a lack of understanding of the 
historical processes’ impact on their lives, as does Paul D. Their resultant warped 
sensibilities are imaginatively expressed in the text through their characterization as 
“zombies”, living isolated and alone (as the Rider traditionally does on the outskirts of 
the village).
Only Beloved’s intervention in the text, her entry like the traditional 
Rider into the home, unlocks the emotional stasis of the characters of 124 Bluestone 
Road. As Beloved reincarnates variously and interacts very intimately with Sethe, the
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mother who killed her, her “zombified” twin, Denver, and the male who would 
silence her discourses, Paul D, her increasingly violent interventions address the 
topics of slavery, post-Emancipation diasporic communities, race, gender, class, 
empowerment and issues surrounding the relevance and uses of the oral literature 
itself.
Morrison’s portrayal of the “split subject” is vastly different 
imaginatively from Hurston’s. Post-modernist, architectural and somatic 
metamorphoses are employed to reflect historical change and its associated socio­
political discourses. For example, the revision of the oral literature’s channel of 
communication o f metamorphosis as denoting the “split subject” is immediately 
signalled by the house’s dual signification as haunted; “124 WAS SPITEFUL. Full of 
a baby’s venom” (p.3). The house is progressively characterized in human and 
metaphysical terms, “spiteful”, “loud” then “quiet”, and it becomes clear that its 
changes reflect Beloved’s transmutations in the text. Its changeable and therefore 
ambivalent nature, records Beloved’s relation to the community. Its state of flux also 
records its name, bluestone, a complex material used in Hoodoo medicine as an 
abortifacient, love potion and protector of houses from evil spirits.235
Morrison uses these functions ironically in order to designate Sethe’s 
and Beloved’s failure to achieve individuation due to the violent nature of their pasts 
and to record society’s final rejection of the ancestor’s discourse. For instance, Sethe 
is described as being zombified, her eyes “a mask with mercifully punched-out eyes” 
(p. 9) and is portrayed as living suspended between the past and the present. She 
perceives Beloved as the panacea for her state of inertia, and because of this, the 
Rider is able to affect change in Sethe’s level of perception of self and history.
2,5 Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 237, 240, 246, 293, 297, 331-2, 384, 
and 481. Also see Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, vol 1, 419. When burnt in the 
home, bluestone is supposed to kill evil and conjuration.
132
Beloved's various incarnations encourage and then force Sethe to reappraise her act of 
infanticide. This self-interrogation affects change in that Sethe defends, rather than 
kills Beloved when she thinks her “daughter” is being attacked for the second time by 
Mr. Bodwin: “The ice pick is not in her hand; it is her hand” (p. 262). Furthermore, 
Beloved’s violent intervention in Sethe’s life encourages the latter to interrogate the 
nature of female identities in the New World and, by extension, her own; “Me? Me?” 
(p. 272). Beloved’s homelessness and need for care incites discourses about female 
diasporic historical experience and the consequences of slavery on the mind, as well 
as discourses on the “ancestor” figure.
The entire female household is affected by Sethe’s act of infanticide. 
Baby Sugg’s and Denver’s development are as arrested as Sethe’s at the opening of 
the novel. Baby Suggs takes to her bed to focus on colours instead of life and Denver 
takes to a revised African grove, mirroring the female initiation hut, unable to 
complete her rite of passage into womanhood due to her pathological relation to a 
dead then resurrected “twin”. Denver’s and Baby Suggs’s psychic disequilibrium and 
stasis serve as metaphors for the African-American community’s emotional stasis in 
relation to the past. Unknown to Sethe and Denver, the Rider’s re-emergence will 
reactivate female rites of passage by challenging the female community of the house 
to remember the painful past.
The “conversation” with the deceased Beloved which they try to elicit 
is deemed the least painful option by them, but they are mistaken in this belief. This is 
why Sethe and Denver call on the child spirit to reincarnate; “Perhaps a conversation, 
they thought, an exchange of views or something would help” (p. 4). Here, Morrison 
is also setting up the oppositions between Paul D, the male who will constantly 
attempt to reject the Rider’s discourse, and the mother and daughter, who will 
continually seek it in order to attain a sense of self-worth and definition. This
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demonstrates how different characters perceive the ancestor and how it impacts on the 
way they conceive o f the historical past and engage with the present. This relation to 
the ancestor is shown as highly ambivalent and is far more fully explored than in the 
oral literature or TEWWG. Morrison illustrates divisions wrought by slavery on 
gender relations by portraying Paul D as being against the Rider while the two women 
support her discourses.
Paul D’s perception of the Rider’s non-felicitous or violent nature is 
both accurate and inaccurate in that she is an ambivalent configuration, like the 
Mermaid, and thus he is right to fear her discourses, yet wrong to try to reject them. 
Beloved’s somatic battle with Paul D illustrates this:
“God damn it! Hush up! Paul D was shouting, falling, 
reaching for anchor. “Leave the place alone! Get the hell 
out!” A table rushed toward him and he grabbed its leg (p.
18).
Her eventual possession and removal o f him from the household o f females:
SHE MOVED HIM.
Not the way he had beat off the baby’s ghost —  all bang 
and shriek with windows smashed and jelly jars rolled in a 
heap. But she moved him nonetheless, and Paul D didn’t 
know how to stop it because it looked like he was moving 
himself, (p. 114).
is paralleled by Sethe’s linguistic battle with Paul D. Paul D cannot understand 
Sethe’s act of infanticide for the same reason he cannot understand Beloved. He has 
internalised the violent and materialistic concept of manhood and community 
proffered by the “nice Nazi” slaveholder, Mr. Garner. Furthermore, he has known 
bestiality, he has little experience of women or the consequences of denying the past
2,6 Muddy Waters [McKinley Morganfield], ‘She Moves Me’, side 2, track 2, rec. July 11, 1951, The 
Best o f Muddy Waters, Green Line Records, no date given or year. Muddy Waters [McKinley
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represented by Beloved. So a forest, “trackless and quiet” (p. 165) springs up between 
Sethe and Paul D, and the male presence is finally exorcised by Beloved. This allows 
Beloved the freedom to accelerate her narratives and to externalise her true violent or 
“non-felicitous” nature.
Morrison allows Beloved to increasingly assume the role of narrative 
consciousness, whereas the Rider of the oral literature is manipulated by the 
storyteller and referred to in the third person. Beloved progressively tells her own tale, 
displacing the male and the authorial voice. She documents, comments on and 
justifies her incarnations in socio-political terms. This perspective is missing in 
TEWWG where Janie tells a tale premised on linguistic obfuscation, not clarification. 
Beloved develops an increasing ability to analyse her own discourses (as evidenced 
by her soliloquy/tripartite conversation with Sethe and Denver) and she somatically 
and linguistically demonstrates and examines her own agency. However, Morrison 
problematises Beloved’s understanding of her own discourses and the discourses of 
others, thereby rendering this literary Rider, a very dangerous interlocutor and “sign” 
indeed.
In order to facilitate this change in the Rider’s tale, Morrison revises 
the other related channel of communication related to the Rider, the dream. Morrison 
introduces the magical elements of the dream progressively as characters from the 
past re-emerge. Gabriel Garcia Marquez states that:
[A] novel is a reality represented through a secretary code, 
a kind of conundrum about the world. The reality you are 
dealing with in a novel is different from real life, although 
it is rooted in it. The same thing is true of dreams.237
Morganfield], the blues singer, uses the word “move” in the Hoodoo metaphysical sense of “to 
possess” someone.
237 Cited in Mendoza, The Fragrance o f Guava, 35.
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This condition of fictional “reality” and the dream state allows Morrison to 
increasingly link the historical past with the present because “ancestral” narratives are 
voiced through the dream in the diaspora. Such a strategy helps persuade the reader to 
accept Beloved’s metaphysical script. Furthermore, in the text, the dreams are 
sequentially significant and metaphorically linked. They are all tied to the violent 
childbirth metaphor of the Rider and extend to the “rebirth” of ancestral discourses; 
each dream sequence extemporises on gestation, exorcism, resurrection and 
possession.
Morrison employs a dream sequence with a spiritual midwife to 
prepare the reader for Beloved’s corporeal re-emergence which embodies the painful 
past. It is clearly a dream sequence because of the abundance of traits associated with 
dream states in the passage. Amy Denver’s sudden appearance and ambivalent and 
mysterious signification announces her metaphysical origins. She is female, yet has 
the voice of a teenage boy, a “dreamwalkers voice”, which quietens unborn babies, 
She repeatedly says she is good at curing “sick things” and she sings a song about 
death, “Lady Button Eyes”, Amy is herself representative of it, and this is made clear 
when Sethe thinks that she is death come to prod her awake with her feet (p. 82). The 
song prefigures Sethe’s act of infanticide, reflecting the traditional Rider’s activity, 
yet Amy will preside at Denver’s birth. This ambiguous inscription aptly introduces 
Beloved’s ambivalent nature, and society’s paradoxical relation to her.
Amy is characterized as a fugitive and it is intimated that she has 
herself, like Beloved, been the victim of infanticide:
“I used to be a good size. Nice aims and everything.
Wouldn’t think, it, would you?
That was before they put me in the root cellar” (p.34).
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Amy has eerie, slow-moving eyes, and is versed in Hoodoo healing practices.238 Her 
discourses surrounding infanticide and her search for the red “Carmine” velvet 
(meaning life or “Red"), introduces two of the major narratives of Beloved.
These are the reactivation of an aborted discourse on the circumstances 
surrounding infant deaths in the diaspora and the reacquisition of a “Red heart” or 
life, for herself and the “zombified” diasporic community. Very significantly, Amy 
states that “anything coming back to life hurts” (p. 35), prefiguring Beloved’s difficult 
“gestation” (and, by extension, the diasporic community’s painful reformation after 
slavery) which Beloved will detail in her soliloquy. Amy defines Sethe’s lacerated 
back in arboreal terms, recalling the Rider’s traditional association with silk-cotton 
trees.
Denver’s birth takes place among bluefern, the fauna associated with 
the Rider. Just as Amy facilitates Denver’s difficult entry into the world on the waters 
of the Ohio (which serve as a graveyard for the “dead black girl” Stamp Paid will later 
fish out there), so will Beloved serve as a spiritual midwife for submerged discourses 
pertaining to taboo female historical experiences in the diaspora and the ethical 
dilemmas associated with them. Amy’s “fugitive” status, racial ambiguity and 
homelessness, recalls Beloved’s plural identities, as does her metaphysical inscription.
These are themes reiterated in the subsequent dream sequence relating 
to Beloved’s somatic re-emergence. Therefore the character of Amy Denver informs 
Beloved’s discourses on the socio-political plane and her functions within the text. 
This dream sequence acts to contextualise Beloved’s discourses and encourage the 
reader to suspend disbelief, both processes being necessary to the full imaginative 
expression of the Rider.
93R
See Hurston, Mules and Men, 277-85.
137
Morrison preludes Beloved’s somatic entrance with the 
magical/metaphysical theme of Carnival. In the diaspora, Carnival denotes the 
critique of power relations in society and facilitates the extemalisation of ancestral 
discourses through the wearing of African-derived masks and the encouragement of 
possession-trance once the masks are donned.239 In the Caribbean, Carnival takes 
place at Easter, so Beloved’s entrance easily denotes the resurrection of the female 
metaphysical discourse.
Furthermore, according to Bakhtin, Carnival introduces the “split 
subject”, its emphasis on figures from the oral literature constituting a critique of the 
status quo and official languages.240 Therefore, Beloved’s challenge to official 
discourses and her subsequent imploding of male mythologies is signalled early on. 
She is quite literally conjured up by the communal suspension of disbelief necessary 
to Carnival’s operation and the understanding of Beloved’s discourses on “history”.
Consequently, the description of Beloved is recorded in Hoodoo 
metaphors. She is immediately associated with water, e w e  (leaves) and shadow. In 
the diaspora, ancestors are said to reside in the water, and the Rider moves in the form 
of a shadow and is believed to inhabit silk-cotton trees. Sethe notes three shadows 
holding hands on the way back from Carnival and mistakenly assumes they are 
simply of herself Paul D and Denver. Furthermore, Beloved is characterized as a 
female metaphysical figure who traditionally leads others astray. Her disturbing 
“smile” is so because female metaphysical figures who entrap in the diaspora often 
smile and wear hats to guard against the discovery of their true identities. Beloved 
wears a broken hat and her “new” skin, smooth and “lineless” indicates a recent
209 Atilla the Hun [Raymond Quevedo] Atilla’s Kaiso: A Short histor)’ o f  Trinidad Calypso (St 
Augustine: U of the West Indies Department of Extra Mural Studies, 1983) 5-13.
240 Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’, The Dialogic Imagination, 273.
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arrival on earth, or resurrection.
This theme is carried through when Sethe apprehends Beloved and her 
waters break, as in childbirth. Here, Morrison is clearly employing the childbirth 
metaphor to “rebirth” discourses from diasporic female histories, which she considers 
to have been submerged or forgotten. Morrison’s depiction of Carnival, the split 
subject and the Rider allows Beloved’s subsequent discourses to foreground post­
modernist analyses of self and historical processes. Nowhere is this more evident than 
in the dream sequence, which sees Beloved “move” or possess Paul D.
Beloved is permitted to exorcise Paul’s emotional stasis, but at a price. 
He realises that to embrace her would be to encourage evil, yet to reject her discourses 
would constitute an emotional loss:
If he trembled like Lot’s wife and felt some womanish 
need to see the nature of the sin behind him; feel a 
sympathy, perhaps, for the cursing cursed, or want to hold 
it in his arms out of respect for the connection between 
them, he too would be lost (p. 117).
The Rider’s invasive occupation of Paul’s body is revised into a metaphor for the
resurrection and rebirthing of a forgotten, metaphysical past. The fact that Beloved
must resort to coercive means and Hoodoo to become “pregnant with the past” is
symptomatic of the degree to which the ancestors' discourses had become extinct in
the divided urban community to which Paul D had come to be “free”.241 Paul D is so
ignorant of the new configuration of the Rider and her new socio-political
significance, that he employs traditional preventative tactics from the oral literature to
impede her progress.
He focuses on the colour silver of the lard can (these are indirect
241 Stephanie A. Demetrakopoulos, ‘Maternal Bonds as Devourers o f Women’s Individuation in Toni 
Morrison’s Beloved”, in African American Review, 26,1 (1992), 57.
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references to palm-oil, which the Rider loves, and silver, which can disable the
Rider). He also calls her by the wrong name and, by extension, this suggests that he
does not know the true nature of his past, a lesson he must learn, from her. The
literary Rider’s invulnerability to known rites of prevention from the oral literature,
suggests that hers is a new figuration, stemming from, but not obedient to, the
traditional Rider’s rules of engagement. This is evident in TEWWG where Janie
appropriates the seeds that Tea Cake bought and wears the colour blue herself and in
Beloved’s invulnerability to silver and later to salt.
Beloved’s success at seducing Paul D is metaphorically representative
of the Rider’s adaptive nature and ability to address the self while speaking of the
community. For example, she speaks of a “Red heart” in this scene, which denotes her
re-emergence into life and the replication of her discourses through the metaphor of
pregnancy, but it also denotes the community’s need for reactivation. This “strained
ambivalence of the sign” recalls Kristeva’s categorisation of the modem novel’s
linguistic and symbolic plurality and Beloved’s ambivalent and paradoxical nature.242
The reader is only told at the very end of the sequence that the passage
constitutes a dream:
What he knew was that when he reached the inside part he 
was saying, “Red heart. Red heart,” over and over again.
Softly and then so loud it woke Denver, then Paul D 
himself (p. 117).
and this is done to reinforce Beloved’s metaphysical significance as the Rider and test 
the suspension of disbelief necessary to the further evolution of the plot. Beloved’s 
tripartite soliloquy/conversation exemplifies Morison’s imaginative reworking o f the 
“split subject” and locates the genesis of Beloved’s psychic confusion in the diverse
242 Kristeva, Desire In Language, 39.
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and violent historical permutations of diasporic history.
Morrison personalises the past and Beloved’s relation to it, which is a 
discourse missing from both the Riders of the oral literature and TEWWG. By the time 
the reader encounters the revised metaphysical “speech act” of the Rider, she has been 
exposed to multiple reconfigurations of the traditional Rider’s dream-communication 
strategy. Beloved’s identity is so unreliable that her voicing of a plural identity comes 
as no surprise. Multiple histories are interwoven in her speech act, so that the reader 
encounters the African child abandoned on the slave ship by a mother who commits 
suicide, “they do not push the woman with my face through she goes in [the sea]”(p. 
212). The abandoned child is then sexually abused by the sailors on board the ship: 
“he hurts where I sleep he puts his finger there” (p. 212), until she manages to escape 
and mistakes Sethe for her lost mother. Another strand of historical experience 
evident in the speech act of this Rider concerns the child killed by Sethe to save her 
from slavery, her “A b /k iN  return and desire for vengeance.243
Yet a fourth strand unites the figure with the child’s skull fished from 
the Ohio River by Stamp Paid. In a very clever extension of the theme of the dead 
black girl, Morrison interweaves the anonymous child’s “aborted” discourse with 
Beloved’s.244 Each time Stamp Paid approaches 124, he is fingering the red ribbon of 
the murdered child, and is thus able to interpret at least a part of the female 
discourses. This portrayal of historical experience and conjoining o f historical 
discourses not to be found in received historiography, serves to broaden Beloved’s 
metaphorical significance and problematises the historical process, one of Morrison’s
243 An A b /k u  child is a child who is bom only to die and does this repeatedly. See Drewal, and 
Thompson Drewal, G§l§d$: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 212.
244 Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 221,
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stated postmodernist aims.
The soliloquy/conversation is a palimpsest split into three parts, the 
first being representative of Beloved’s evolution into a speaking subject capable of 
documenting her own history. Whereas Beloved continually questioned the 
genealogies of others, she can now document her own series o f identities, although 
she does not fully understand them. The second part of the speech act is increasingly 
accusatory and incorporates a third section where Morrison has all the women of the 
house “converse” telepathically with each other (it is repeatedly emphasised by the 
authorial voice that the words are not spoken aloud). Here, Beloved’s speech is far 
more fluid and her repetition of “You are mine” to Sethe foreshadows her attempt at 
matricide later in the novel. It also illustrates Beloved’s total misapprehension of the 
nature of the crisis.
She perceives Sethe and not the socialising forces which inform 
Sethe’s life, as the enemy. Her solution, matricide through “possession”, indicates her 
alienation from Creole culture because of her failure to differentiate between 
contending ideologies at work in the society. Her subsequent partial elimination is 
indicative o f the Rider’s inability to integrate herself into the contemporary
245community.
It is clear that the configuration of Beloved shares the same “template” 
of the Rider with Janie Crawford, but that her imaginative formulation is vastly 
different, Beloved’s multiple identities are indicative of Morrison’s multiple 
conceptions of the imaginative possibilities and applications of the Rider in the 
literary text, and her attempts to negotiate the oral and written forms. However, 
Beloved’s ejection from the community, like Janie’s act o f closure at the end of
245 Tate, Black Women Writers At Work, 125-6 and 129.
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TEWWG, promotes a pessimistic scenario which qualifies earlier narrative 
affirmations. Morrison had sought to validate a discourse based on infanticide, but the 
Rider’s dismissal disables the affirmative action Beloved’s presence had wrought and 
recalls Kristeva’s notion of the “death of speech”.246
The conflict between myth and the material is won by the latter, and 
Morrison would appeal’ to be arguing that the modem relation to myth necessitates the 
total revision of that mythology if it is to survive in any measure. This is not the case 
however because the Rider of the novel could conversely be said to be rejecting the 
society. This is a total revision of the plot of the oral literature regarding the Rider 
where the community exorcises the female figure. Morrison’s use of myth here is 
multi-focal, as it is in one of her earlier configurations of the Rider in Song o f  
Solomon241 In this novel Morrison expands on the post-modernist project by 
accelerating the use of the carnivalesque mask to explore diverse African-diasporic 
cosmologies and female as well as male subjectivities.
By setting the novel in the period between slavery and Reconstitution, 
Morrison is able to examine discourses to do with bondage, freedom and the female 
metaphysical figure's neglected but key role in influencing the African-diasporic 
subject. She focuses overtly on the diverse mythologies of the black community and 
pits the mythologies of male and female, metaphysical and capitalist, against each 
other, testing and speculating on subjectivities. The inconclusive informs this novel as 
well as Beloved and ambiguity and ambivalence are foregrounded repeatedly in order 
to detail submerged female discourses and speech which contradicts official 
discourses.
To this end, Morrison's book, SOS portrays the action o f official
246 Kristeva, Desire In Language, 56.
247 Toni Morrison, Song o f Solomon (Herts: Triad-Panther Books, 1980). Henceforth called SOS.
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discourses on the African-American male and female psyche and the resultant fissures 
depicted in the novel represent the zombification of the post-modernist subject. In this 
novel, Morrison illustrates the passivity and self-loathing (the novel begins with an 
attempted suicide) that the internalisation of official discourses which harbour racial 
hierarchies, can engender. Through the character of Milkman Dead, Morrison shows 
the corrosive action of mimicry in the African-American community of individualistic 
capitalist values which run counter to African-American collective metaphysical 
kinship. While Milkman Dead centrally represents the consequences in the era o f the 
60s and 70s of cultural zombification, Pilate Dead, the Rider figure o f the novel, is 
pitted against such "possession". Her carnivalesque charactrisation, which is a 
speculative representation (Pilate is an enigma, she represents what is unknown) 
encodes the marginalised female voice of the underdog and her attendant repressed 
female-centred mythologies.
The openendedness of Pilate's characterization allows Morrison to 
invest Pilate with an intertextuality which is of a different order to Beloved's. Pilate 
presents as animal, vegetable and metaphysical (the bobcat, Grace Long and the smell 
of ginger and as the Rider living on the edge of town in the Blood Bank) and this very 
active and unlocatable psyche counters the passivity of the zombie figure of Milkman. 
This acts to pit opposed capitalist and metaphysical ideologies against each other and 
to illustrate the split consciousness and psychic fracture that can result from a double 
consciousness.
This is why it will be argued that Pilate, the Rider figure of SOS is not 
a secondary figure to the male protagonist, Milkman, as is so often supposed. Her 
discourse will therefore be foregrounded, especially as she is imaginatively 
represented in a markedly different manner to both Beloved and Janie Crawford. The 
revision of her channels of communication and fictions are also markedly different.
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Each of Pilate’s metamorphoses is closely associated with alienation and death. 
Unlike Janie and Beloved she is presented as different characters in the text. She is 
more clearly individuated as Circe, Grace Long, the bobcat, the peacock and a bird. 
Each is either killed or will be killed, flies away or will be trapped. So while many 
critics have seen Pilate’s presentation as an optimistic one, it actually denotes “the 
death of the ancestor”.
This is affected by Morrison to show the impact that Pilate’s 
discourses have on Milkman’s alienation from self and from his own history. 
Morrison is arguing that without Pilate’s presence, Milkman, Guitar, Hagar, Ruth and 
Macon II would not have achieved the degree of agency, self-knowledge and 
apprehension of the historical process that they did without the Rider’s interventions 
in their lives.248
Furthermore, this “confrontation with the ancestor” is of a different 
nature to that in TEWWG’s and Beloved's because the socio-political circumstances to 
be addressed are of a different order. The historical period in which the text is set, the 
1960s, necessitates a Rider whose class bias and ideology will oppose bourgeois 
aspirations and deconstruct patriarchal male mythologies, held to be the seats of 
oppression in the novel. Pilate’s discourse must address Milkman’s psychological 
disequilibrium, Hagar’s madness, Ruth’s entrapment in middle-class aspirations, 
Guitar’s warped sensibilities and Macon’s corrupting lust for gold. In the period of the 
60s and 70s which saw such advances in terms of African-American consciousness, 
Morrison gives us an anti-hero, Milkman, whose hedonistic lifestyle runs counter to 
popular views of these decades.
In other words, the focus of oppression has shifted from the “evils” of
248 Tate, Black Women Writers At Work, 127-8.
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slavery, dealt with in TEWWG and Beloved, to the evils of racial, sexist and classist
bigotry internalised by the urban, post-modernist, diasporic community itself. SOS
illustrates the corrosive effects of such biases on both Pilate and Milkman. Milkman
desires death, he sees himself as “incomplete”, and Pilate is ejected from every
community she enters until she settles in the “Blood Bank” (an apt residence for the
Rider) where she is tolerated due to her bootlegging activities. It is made clear that the
society dictates the Rider’s representation because she must adopt a particular,
socially-pertinent configuration in order to combat the social ills.
Therefore, great stress is placed on Pilate’s African provenance:
If you ever have a doubt we from Africa, look at Pilate.
She looked just like Papa and he looked like all them 
pictures you ever see of Africans (p.58).
and androgynous signification:
.. .when she stood up, he all but gasped. She was as tall as his 
father, head and shoulders taller than himself...he could 
see her unlaced men’s shoes...as she walked up the steps 
she looked as though she were holding her crotch (p. 43).
Androgony is used here to denote the female occupation of the male body, it does not 
denote an equal fusion. This serves Morrison’s aims to counter Western bourgeois 
mores with African-derived discourses and implode male patriarchal mythologies by 
having the Rider occupy the male body through three of the Rider’s main channels of 
communication, metamorphosis, flight and the dream. In this text, these channels are 
refigured once again, illustrating the Rider’s malleability as a literary trope. Once 
again, the channels are used to oppose disabling ideologies which deflate the female 
metaphysical African past and conflate the material and the patriarchal, but Morrison 
also uses the channels to oppose the patriarchal notions embedded in the oral 
literature itself. Pilate centrally addresses the hiatus in the oral literature regarding 
gender through revision of the myth of the “Flying Africans”.
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This is why Pilate manifests as a spiritual midwife, like Amy Denver 
and Beloved, and an elder, like Janie Crawford, but also as an androgynous being who 
has “birthed herself5. She has no navel and her androgynous inscription allows her to 
occupy the male body at its moment of metamorphosis or true perception of history 
and transcendence of crises of identity:
Without wiping away the tears, taking a deep breath, or 
even bending his knees — he leaped. As fleet and as bright 
as a lodestar he wheeled toward Guitar....If you 
surrendered to the air, you could ride it (p336).249
The direct reference to “ridin”’ illustrates the fact that Pilate occupies Milkman’s 
body at her death, through the medium of a Creole blues song revised to privilege the 
female. The Creole utterance enables him to “fly” (achieve self-apprehension), from 
Solomon’s Leap. Here, this metaphysical diasporic mode of transport relates to the 
successful negotiation of contending ideologies. It denotes the ability to revise the 
“split subject”, (divided and made unstable by those contending ideologies), into a 
“Self’, rather than “Other”. Milkman is able to apprehend the forces governing the 
historical process, while acknowledging and exploiting the metaphysical, due to 
Pilate’s intervention in his life.
Milkman's metamorphosis at the moment of his death/flight also 
denotes a synthesis of "Self' and "Other", male and female, recognised male 
mythology and suppressed female mythology. Just as the Rider's continual leaps in 
the oral literature resist the suppression of female mythology, Milkman's leap 
transcends this discourse and revises the leap into an androgynous somatic expression 
of contemporary African-American and Native-American mythology. Just as the
249 Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, vol 1, 193 and 601. In Hoodoo, the lodestar 
magnifies things and brings luck to gamblers. It can also be male or female.
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“lodestar” (p.336) is an object of attraction and pursuit or a guiding ideal, so 
Milkman's bright leap illustrates his latent apprehension o f Pilate as the ancestor and 
his acknowledgment of Guitar as his pursuer yet teacher.
The flight also illustrates his new role as principled leader of the 
community or collective (the once limping Milkman leaps effortlessly, which 
indicates that he is possessed) because he has broken with the capitalist individualistic 
view of life and joined the community of flying Africans who saw death as a passport 
to the lost homeland o f Africa. Milkman however is not seeking a return to Africa, as 
in the oral literature, rather, his conjoining with Pilate points to a flight into African- 
diasporic self-apprehension. Therefore, Milkman's leap does not denote a fall due to 
sin, it illustrates Milkman's transcendence of his erstwhile zombification.
The flight’s metaphorical significance also recalls Otten’s thesis of the 
“fortunate fall” in Morrison’s works.250 Otten argues that Morrison employs the 
metaphor of Lucifer’s ejection from the Garden of Eden and Eve’s fall as a 
“fortunate” occurrence because the garden in her texts denotes Western middle class 
“spurious Edens” and her protagonists, righteous sinners or “serpents”. Their falls 
from grace denote a heightened awareness of their oppression rather than sinful 
propensities. However, Morrison’s “garden” is that of the conjure woman and Rider 
and contains ewe, perception-altering flora and fauna associated with the female 
metaphysical figure. Morison does revise Eve’s “fall” from grace into a liberating 
flight of self-apprehension on the part of the flawed male, Milkman. Pilate’s 
association with the act of metamorphosis therefore is linked to the re-assemblage of 
the male “split subject”, as represented by Milkman, but it is also representative of the 
reassessment of the “ancestor” and her imposition of her discourses regarding
250 Terry Otten, The Crime o f Innocence In the Fiction o f Toni Morrison (Missouri: U of Missouri P, 
1989), 4-5.
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identity, gender and empowerment.
Whereas Beloved was characterized as an emergent, infantile force, 
trying out her nascent powers on a community “in gestation”, after slavery, Pilate is 
portrayed as being at the apex of her powers, and able to right warped sensibilities 
through the strategy of metamorphosis. Ironically, this has also led to her significance 
as the Rider, like Janie Crawford, being overlooked for decades, because the 
representations have been so subtle.
Pilate is present throughout the text, although she does not appear to 
be, in the person of Circe, Grace Long (who always has something in her mouth, like 
Pilate) the bobcat (whose evisceration does not denote death, as evidenced in its eyes) 
the bejewelled peacock and in Milkman, whose body she progressively “possesses” 
through his gradual acceptance of her metaphysical discourses. It is Pilate’s 
presentation as Circe in disguised form which further extends her discourses 
surrounding the modem diasporic community’s relation to history and myth.
In this passage, Morrison combines the dream and the Rider’s other 
channels of communication, possession and metamorphosis. As in Beloved, the Rider 
as midwife is again centralised as Circe, the ancient African/Greek midwife and 
conjurer. However, this configuration of the midwife denotes both the closure of 
metaphysical discourses and their flowering. The diasporic community is so estranged 
from the female ancestor that Reverend Cooper tells Milkman that Circe must be 
dead. However, when Milkman (the limping Legba figure of the novel, whose 
mission is to decipher the alg or riddle of the blues song) interacts with Circe, he is 
set on the road to discovering the meaning of the blues song/children’s rhyme’s 
meaning.
251 Ivan Van Sertima, African Presence in Early Europe (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 
1988), 214.
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This dream sequence is refigured into an imaginative initiation rite. For 
instance, dishevelled and increasingly divested of capitalist accoutrements, Milkman 
Dead enters Circe’s house, having to do so through a seemingly endless “greenish- 
black tunnel” symbolic of the umbilical cord. Circe’s filthy appearance, discordant 
characteristics of old and young (old denoting the past and young, the present), swift 
mood swings and dainty mannerisms, and both slave and mistress social status, 
complicate any definitive location of her identity. Yet the ginger smell said to stem 
from Accra, which was present in Pilate’s house, her illogical knowledge of events 
concerning Macon and Pilate and her association with the nightmarish dream world 
and Rider, designate her as Pilate. Morrison uses this omnipresence to privilege 
female metaphysical power and deflate patriarchal mythical configurations.
For example, when Milkman sees Circe, his mind reverts to a state of
possession:
Witches in black dresses and red underskirts; witches with 
pink eyes and green lips, tiny witches, long rangy witches, 
frowning witches, of possession:with pink eyes and smiling 
witches, screaming witches and laughing witches, 
witches that flew, witches that ran, and some that merely 
glided on the ground (p. 240),
The incantatory repetition of “witch” points to Milkman’s failure to locate the 
ancestor. His Western terminology for female power, Ctwitch”, and offer of money to 
Circe for her information regarding his family, is a critique of his capitalist 
indoctrination by the dominant society and his mercantilist father. Macon II’s mind 
has been distorted by the processes of racist violence and familial separation. 
Milkman therefore has to undergo initiation rites into diasporic female 
epistemological knowledge to rehabilitate his sensibilities and perception of historical 
experience. On the way to Hunter’s Cave where Circe/Pilate directs him, he is
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submerged in water, a baptismal rite and stripped progressively of all icons of 
material wealth, as Hoodoo initiates are.252
Although in search of the “Song of Solomon”, Milkman will sing the 
“Song o f Sugargirl”, inscribing the female story in diasporic legend and filling in the 
hiatus regarding gender. Therefore, Morison is using Pilate’s ability to metamorphose 
to cany out Milkman’s initiation into an acknowledgement and appreciation of female 
esoteric suzerainty:
it took a while for him to realise that she was dead. And 
when he did, he could not stop the worn old words from 
coming, louder and louder as though sheer volume would 
wake her. He woke only the birds, who shuddered off into 
the air (p.335).
Angela Davis records the African proverb, “the spirit cannot descend without a song”, 
and also the blues song as acting as a synecdoche for societal ills, that is, as disguised 
protest.253 Morrison is using the blues song as synecdoche for male desertion of the 
female, as the flying Solomon deserted his wife and children. Once again, the Rider is 
present as she is at every turn in the supposedly male arena of myth in the text, but her 
ability to affect change and the duration of any change in levels of perception and 
understanding of historical forces, differs in each configuration of her.
It is clear that the Rider’s level of consciousness and ability to 
negotiate contending ideologies, differs greatly not only between Hurston’s and 
Morrison’s texts, but in Morrison’s texts themselves. Furthermore, the Rider’s ability 
to interact successfully with her community differs greatly and reflects the oral 
literature’s status in the community and the society’s level of “gestation” or 
appreciation of the metaphysical. In order to broaden the Rider’s sphere of influence
252 For an example o f Hoodoo initiations see Hurston, Mules and Men, 198-202.
253 Davis, ‘Black Women and Music', in Braxton et al, Wild Women in the Whirlwind, 6-7.
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therefore, Morrison, like Hurston, employs the “familiar”, a figure who is shadowy in 
the oral literature of the Rider. The “familiar” of the Rider tale is often the loupgarou 
in the Caribbean and America, and the Rider can call the black cat to her service.
In this text, the cat-like Guitar (he is described as “cat-eyed” on p. 13) 
whose name recalls John de Conquer’s favourite musical instrument and whose 
narrative signification recalls Tar Baby’s in relation to Milkman, acts as Pilate’s 
“familial*”.254 He constantly tests Milkman’s mental and somatic agility and aids 
Pilate in guiding Milkman to self-apprehension and belief in the female ancestor. 
Guitar literally “kills the ancestor” and his preying on the community argues for the 
need for more ancestral interventions therein.
Therefore, Pilate is not a secondary character, as Cynthia Davis has 
argued, but pivotal to the accelerated and complex plot. Davis argues that:
As a woman, Pilate cannot model herself totally on the 
male line, though all her meaning derives horn it: and she 
has no true female line, only vague references to women 
defined by their mates. She acts out her duty to her father 
but will never become him, as Milkman can, and so 
understand him from within 255
It has been demonstrated that Pilate literally usurps Solomon’s body through the 
employment of androgyny and his place in diasporic myth.
The Rider’s death and flight away from the community is focused on 
again in innovative fashion in the text Paradise which completes the trilogy of books, 
beginning with Beloved, that Morrison determined to write charting the diasporic
254 Puckett, The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro, 41. “In certain localities in Georgia the 
tar-baby was regarded as a monstrous living creature composed of tar, who haunted lonely places 
about the plantation, insulting people beyond endurance so that they would strike him and give 
themselves into his sticky embrace”. Tar-baby was also considered to bring good luck and was painted 
above a blacksmith’s shop, so there is clearly a paradoxical function at work.
255 Cynthia A. Davis, ‘Self, Society, And Myth in Toni Morrison’s Fiction’, Contemporary Literature 
23,3 (1982), 340.
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experience. In narrative style, it is quite unlike Beloved and the later novel Jazz, and 
indicative of Morrison’s stated aim to exceed the scope of her writing in previous 
novels.256 Here, Morrison attempts the most post-modernist representation of the 
Rider along with her traits, channels of communication and functions.
Morrison accelerates the voicing of marginalised female post­
modernist voices. Racial considerations are sublimated to those of the revelation of 
oppressive structures both within and without the African-American community. In 
order to affect this Morrison accelerates the camivalesque in the text by investing the 
women of the convent with "masks" which simultaneously hide yet speculate on then- 
true identities and the socio-political forces which have fractured and subverted the 
womens' psyches.
To this end, Morrison uses the trope of the Ibejl, twin Yoriiba and 
African-diasporic deities, and other deities related through twin genealogy in 
combination with the Rider in this tex t257 She exploits this broader trope narratively 
because twins reflect the self and the double consciousness, can straddle opposed 
ideologies, therefore affect reconciliations between opposed camps, or indeed 
represent those veiy camps. In marrying the discourse of Yoriiba-derived twins with 
that of the Rider, Morrison is able to reposition the Rider in her former historical 
context which was within a Pantheon of powerful adversarial deities. This relocation 
allows Morrison greater latitude in terms of the breadth of the narrative function of 
the Rider and her familiars and adversaries (the broader historical period of the novel 
also allows for a wider gamut of historical forces and their effects on the female 
psyche to be represented). Morrison in fact creates a new textual space by reuniting 
Yoruba deities with the Rider (who may herself be a deity in disguise, Qya) because
256 McKay, ‘An Interview With Toni Morrison’, in Contemporary Literature, XXIV:4, 417.
257 Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 146-53 and Thompson, Face o f  the Gods, 250-61.
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the reunion gives her access to the legends and ew e  associated with figures such as 
the IJbejl, $ango ' Da/Ogumare, A y id a  Wedo and Dada B a ya n n l.258
In re-contextualising and refiguring the Rider and related deities in this 
way, Morrison also broadens the narrative range of Paradise ethnically and racially in 
that within a Pantheon of deities, the Rider’s discourses can have greater relevance to 
a wider range of oppressed groups. Connie/Consolata is Native-Brazilian and the 
racial provenance of the four women of the Convent is varied. This is a departure 
from Morrison’s African-American Riders in SOS and Beloved. However, the new 
racial inscriptions do not denote the devaluing or demotion of the Rider’s African- 
diasporic discourses. On the contrary, they are accelerated as Connie/Consolata finds 
in these discourses, a common ground for reconciliations and negotiations of new 
post-modernist identities.
Therefore, Morrison’s narrative technique continues to be oblique, and 
she makes greater use of the Rider’s “familiar”, typically representing her as four 
female characters, Mavis, Grace, Seneca and Pallas (African and African-diasporic 
ritual’s association with the four cardinal points is important because of the 
summoning of the deities). She thereby not only broadens the role o f metamorphosis, 
the channels of communication and the historical issues addressed, but also the scope 
of the narrative consciousness as well. This acts to throw into relief metamorphosis's 
role as the literary device which conflates and amplifies historical discourses so that 
the protagonist and reader may investigate them.
In Paradise, Morrison reformulates the Riders to reflect the turbulent 
1960s and 70s in America. Consolata, Mavis, Grace, Seneca and Pallas mirror the rise 
in the interest in Native-American cultures, Black Power and the Civil Rights
258 Ibid., 146-53 and 104-5. Thompson, Flash O f The Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and 
Philosophy (New York: Vintage Books Edition, 1984), 84-95. Thompson, Face o f the Gods, 246.
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movement. They record the upsurge in the Women’s Liberation movement, the 
student unrest, the rise in the black bourgeoisie and the development of projects in 
which to house African-Americans fleeing the south in vast numbers at the turn of the 
eighteenth century. The assassinations of Malcom X, Martin Luther King, and the 
Kennedys plus the mental instability and poverty of many Vietnamese war veterans, 
is recorded in their speech. Furthermore, the coming together in activist terms of 
people of all races and ethnic creeds, which was a major feature of the Civil Rights 
movement, is mirrored in the women’s’ characterizations.
This is why the Riders of Paradise reflect a broad church ethnically 
and racially. They will contest the cultural amnesia of Ruby and challenge its inverse 
racism. While the Riders’ discourses reveal the consequences of the socio-political 
movements on the female psyche, they also reflect the separation, limen then 
problematic aggregation of the Riders illustrated in the novel. The Riders’ discourses 
enable Morrison to contrast the people of Ruby’s veneration of their ancestors, with 
the matricide the men commit against the female ancestors (as represented by the 
women of the Convent). The reader clearly sees what Morrison terms “the death of 
the ancestor”. By superimposing additional rites of passage, Thanksgiving, the 
marriage between Amette and K.D, and All Souls’ when the dead are believed to 
return to earth, Morrison is able to go even further.260 She suspends the disbelief of 
the reader as she makes overt comparisons with Christian saints’ days and the feast 
days of the deities, conventional Christian marriages and symbolic Vodun marriages
259 An example o f ancestor veneration is"Nine Night", a ritual which takes place nine days after the 
burial of the deceased. Hymns are sung and rum and water is poured on the ground as a libation. 
Dorothy Wilson, personal communication, Carriacou, Grenada 1996. Also see Hurston, Folklore, 
Memoirs, And Other Writings/Zora Neale Hurston, 309-21.
260 Hurston, Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings/Zora Neale Hurston, 268-555. Thompson, Face o f  
the Gods, 28-123.
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between humans and metaphysical beings.261
Each metamorphosis of the characters is equated with the socio­
economic changes wrought by the wider racist society on the citizens of Ruby and 
each chapter or multiple voice of the novel, illustrates the corrosive action on the 
female psyche of a trajectory of oppressions emanating from within and outside Ruby. 
Therefore, “possession” and counter “possessions” are threaded throughout the text. 
Mary Magna’s “possession” of Consolata and generations of Native-American girls of 
Christ the King School, her silencing of their language and customs is set against 
Consolata’s literal African-diasporic occupation of Mary Magna’s ailing Catholic 
body. This represents the close association of Catholicism and its saints with the 
ori$a and the counter occupation of the Catholic religion by African-diasporic deities.
Connie/Consolata attempts to “possess” Deek carnally by sucking his 
blood like the Rider of the oral literature, and the four familiars Mavis, Grace, Seneca 
and Pallas attempt to occupy the male spaces of patriarchal discourse in Ruby. This is 
countered by the male hunt of the female body in the scene of matricide at the end of 
the novel, but again the women of the Convent circumvent capture by occupying a 
metaphysical space only visible to the sympathetic eye. This is a departure from the 
oral literary tale of the Rider. Morrison creates a scriptural space for the Rider and her 
familiars and this “house” constitutes a political statement.
Furthermore, contrasting ideologies are reflected architecturally in the 
Convent which undergoes a series of metamorphoses from the material (the 
embezzler) to the metaphysical (female initiations take place there) and this parallels 
the development of the narrative consciousness of the text as Consolata and the 
women of the novel undergo a form of metamorphosis in the form of asiento (pp.281-
261 Deren, Divine Horsemen, 137-44. Hurston, Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings, ed. Cheryl A 
Wall,383-4.
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2 and 265) or female initiation which centrally opposes the twins’ Manichean allegory 
(pp. 12-15, 55 and 61). The deliberate juxtaposition of male and female oral narratives 
defies the male usurpation of mythology and asserts the female voice. Morrison is 
extemporising on Pilate’s occupation of Milkman in SOS but this time the 
“possession” of the male discourses on identity are more overt as Consolata, whose 
name means “to bring into alliance” and “to unite”, brings together four other Riders 
to help defeat the twinsVZ6e/i’s patriarchal mythologies which the story of Zechariah 
and the founding fathers of Ruby centrally represents.
Morrison refigures the Oloju M ejt or “Our Mothers” in the characters 
of Mavis, Grace, Seneca and Pallas in order to oppose the Manichean discourses of 
the twins, Deek and Steward. Morrison selects four intimately-related female deities 
who represent twins and twinned-souls in Yoriiba and African-diasporic thought, and 
pits their spiritual genealogy against the secular, official male-dominated “eight-rock” 
genealogy of the town’s leaders (and by extension the dominant society’s racial 
hierarchies). This is not an idyllic representation of good versus bad, or angelic 
females versus devilish males however. The women, whose deities usually live in 
disharmony and are traditionally worshipped together by the Y oruba and all those 
who are devotees of Candomble in Brazil, are studies in psychic disassociation, self- 
mutilation and disharmony. This disharmony represents the “malaise” at the heart of 
the post-modernist condition. Initially at loggerheads with each other, the womens’ 
relationship with the town is that of the oral literary Rider, in that they are valued at 
the same time as being feared and blamed for excesses of the townsfolk.
The women of the Convent’s traumatic relationship to the world 
outside of the town o f Ruby reflects the troubled relationships of the townsfolk to 
both the present and the past. The personal histories of the Convent women therefore
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act as double mirrors to the seething cauldron of repressed and forcibly submerged 
fissures in the communal consciousness.
In the metaphysical context within which I view Morrison’s project, 
Mavis may represent a envisioned Rider with the traits of ?ango, a Yoriiba deity 
who fathered twins.262 This deliberate alignment with the deity responsible for 
judging others and exacting moral vengeance is significant within the context of a 
town called Paradise whose self-righteous citizens believe themselves to be 
“Immortals” whom death cannot touch (pp.21-7). By making $ango both female and 
a fugitive, Morrison is illustrating the fact that neither the wider society nor Ruby can 
accommodate the true discourses of the past or the present. While on the surface, 
Mavis, (a name of possible Celtic origin and also meaning song-thrush, indicating the 
Oloju M ejl who take the form of birds) appears to be a sinner who has murdered her 
twin girls, the complicity of the wider society and of the citizens of Ruby in this act of 
infanticide, is thrown into relief through the recounting of Mavis’ personal history (p. 
21). The themes of domestic violence, poverty, ignorance, and betrayal by the mother 
which Mavis suffers, are reflected in the personal histories of Arnette, Billie Delia and 
the women of Ruby generally (pp. 150-1, 153-202 and 250).
By representing Mavis as the Rider and /a n g o  (while playing with 
thunder §ango  inadvertently killed his entire family) and by making her violent or 
hot-tempered, like $ango  and repeatedly associating her with infanticide and fire, 
Morrison is representing in post-modernist mode, a Rider who judges those in 
purgatory (pp. 23, 32 and 38). The townsfolk’s arrested political and psychological 
development is attributed to the wider society’s racism and the community’s rejection 
of alterity, as evidenced by Ruby’s ultimate rejection of Mavis, the female ancestor,
262 Thompson, Face o f the Gods,251.
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and their attempts to kill her.
Mavis’ entrance, which is on the feast day of the dead in Candomble, 
All Souls’, also coincides with Thanksgiving in America (the latter celebrates the 
defeat of Native-Americans) is followed by that of the reconfigured twin deities, 
D a/0$um are  and his wife, A y id a  Wedo. In the metaphysical context within which 
I view Morrison’s project, Grace may represent D a/0$um are , the rainbow-coloured 
deity o f lightning, continuity and harmony, and Seneca may represent A y id a  Wedo, 
her twin, who helps to keep the earth on an even keel and to maintain order.
D a/0$um are  and A y id a  Wedo are deities of the sky and the 
traditional image of then mystic and sexual union is the Fon ideal. Again, by altering 
the gender of D a/0$um are  and making him a traumatised world-weary female 
bohemian who has witnessed the murder of a black child in race riots (p. 170) 
Morrison gives the traditional discourse of the deity contemporary significance. If 
D a/0$um are  (who is sometimes considered both male and female, and who 
represents far-flung ancestral spirits whose names have been forgotten) is seeking 
union with her twin (Grace is on a quest to find a natural formation composed of a 
couple which she believes will give her inestimable sexual pleasure and erase the 
memory of the dying boy) then she is in a state of limbo, indicating a chaotic world 
which is out of kilter. Grace’s name is associated with the nine Muses of Greek 
mythology (and in the biblical sense denotes someone of spiritual origin), and her 
arrival on a mysterious bus is linked thematically with Q yd  s attribute, therefore the 
Rider’s, the wind.
Grace enters the Convent in the hearse which will carry away the body 
of the Christian Mother Superior and it is significant that she encounters a 
representation of Q sanyin , who wears seeds around his neck and who is cool or
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i t u t i i  (pp. 69 and 66). His function is to direct Grace to her twin, Seneca, and to 
the central representation of their mystic union, the natural formation which has been 
misinterpreted as a sexual, not spiritual union. He also thematically foregrounds the 
central role that ew e  plays in the text and seeds in particular, in terms of the Rider. 
Grace’s loud and aggressive characterization, designates her as firey or Petro, 
whereas her twin, Seneca, is itu tii .
Seneca (the name is derived from the dried root of the seneca snake- 
root, the name of a north Native-American tribe and a paronym for growing old,) is 
linked to the home of A y id a  W edo in the sky via the snow that falls on her arrival 
(p. 138).264 Her name associates her with the snake who has a dual signification in 
African-diasporic lore because it sheds its skin, like the Rider. Furthermore, because 
the word seneca also indicates an elder, it is clear that Seneca has the status of a deity. 
The seemingly passive Seneca will prostitute herself with the aptly named Norma Fox 
and the cashmere serape that Norma gives her suggests an additional link with Marie 
Laveau, who used a serpent guide.265 Again the reformulation of A y id a  Wedo as a 
self-abusing prostitute (she receives money from Norma Fox) who cuts herself 
deliberately and as a near victim of infanticide, narratively transforms A y id a  
W ed d s theme of continuity into disharmony (pp. 138 and 260).
The entrance of the spiritual twins is followed by that of Pallas, who 
may represent Dada B ayanni, $ a n g d s  eldest sister (p.176).266 She was the gentle 
leader of the town of Oyo which was the ancient capital of the Yoriiba. In the 
metaphysical context within which I view Morrison’s project, Pallas may be
2&> Cabrera, EL Monte, 70-3.
264 Many native American peoples were highly spiritual and shamen abounded in their communities.
265 Hurston, Mules and Men, 192-3.
266 Thompson, Face o f the Gods, 246.
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representative of this deity because it is intimated repeatedly that she shares Dada 
B a ya n n i’s trademark dreadlocked hair and her gentle nature (pp. 157 and 182). 
ta n g o ’s twins traditionally have this “dada” hair (Pallas’ brother is called Jerome and 
Saint Jerome is the Catholic equivalent of $ango  in Vodun) which indicates increased 
spirituality (166).267 Strangely, Pallas’ locks have not been cut off in the ritual that 
normally attends children with such hair in the African-diaspora, and this points to a 
break with ritual and tradition.
Again, Morrison is refiguring the traditional deity in order to examine 
broader post-modernist female conditions, in Pallas’ case, abandonment, betrayal by 
the mother and rape, which leads to a pregnancy. Unike Beloved’s pregnancy, Pallas’ 
is brought to a term and her discourses surrounding the resurgence of female oral 
literature and voice in Ruby, is confirmed, if somewhat fleetingly. All four Convent 
women have been abandoned or betrayed by their mothers and this is significant 
within the context of the abandonment of female metaphysical discourses by the 
townsfolk of Ruby and the elevation of male mythologies.
Morrison continues the theme of twinning in order to reflect the self 
and examine or mirror the discourses of others, through this figure of the Rider. 
Connie’s’ metamorphosis into a madrina, whose deity is the re-figured 
Q$un/YemQja, or Piedade, reflects this duality (p.264).268 She is quite unlike either 
Janie, Beloved or Pilate and this is because her imaginative portrayal, employing 
metamorphosis, fills in lacunae regarding historical representations of female and 
diasporic histories. The possibly mixed race or Native-Brazilian Consolata, like the 
La Jablesse, tempts the unfaithful Deck and sucks his blood, “His wife might not
267 David, Folklore O f Carriacou, 33-4.
258 Cabrera, EL Monte, 110-12 . See also Joseph Murphy, Working the Spirit, 121, 19, 23-4, and 81-90.
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know it, but Consolata remembered his face. Not when she bit his lip, but when she 
had hummed over his blood she licked from it ”(p.239).
To underscore the politicisation of infanticide and matricide, Morrison 
reinterprets the Rider’s dream/possession-trance. This time there are nine main 
dreams (the number nine is the figure used most often in Hoodoo ceremonies to bring 
about death or love) and references to three minor ones. Each dream is set within the 
context of the life of specific women and is grouped into the three stages of the 
African-diasporic female initiation process, separation, limen and problematic 
aggregation. So Dovey’s dream of an underfed peasant spirit, who is a stranger to her 
because of Ruby’s refusal of metaphysical discourses, and Soane’s dream of an empty 
basket symbolising the eminent loss of her daughter, are housed in Seneca’s chapter 
because she represents the twin, A y id a  Wedo (pp. 91 and 101). Her discourses and 
personal history symbolising ostracisation, infanticide and separation and the Rider’s 
shedding of her skin (refigured in the trope of self-mutilation) reflects the personal 
histories of the women of Ruby. Dovey’s dream of chicken feathers, symbolises the 
humbling of the arrogant in New World African-derived religions.
The Riders of Paradise are therefore far from being “a motley 
assortment of misfits and fugitives” who can be usefully described as a “two- 
dimensional cliche, thin and papery and disposable”. Nor is Paradise “a contrived 
formulaic book that mechanically pits men against women, old against young, the past 
against the present”. 269 Indeed the sheer complexity of the text, based as it is on the 
theme of the Ibeji, is epic in its proportions. While the deliberate obfuscation of 
Connie/Consolata’s thought processes does sometimes jar because it prevents the
269 A critic in the New York Times newspaper characterized Paradise as "leaden". See Michiko 
Kakutani, ‘ ‘Paradise’: Worthy Women, Unredeemable Men’, review of Paradise, by Toni Morrison, 
The New York Times, 6 January 1998.
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intimacy of association available to the reader with the other Riders in the text, the
new configurations of the Rider extemporise on the theme of “possession” in
innovative fashion.
The novel as a medium for the transcendence o f the oral literature
figure’s discourse is therefore problematic, but this is as it should be according to
Bakhtinian philosophy:
The forces that define it [the modem novel] as a genre are 
at work before our very eyes: the birth and development of 
the novel as a genre takes place in the full light of the 
historical day. The generic skeleton of the novel is far from 
having hardened, and we cannot foresee its plastic 
possibilities.270
This can be applied to Zora Neale Hurston’s prophetic characterization of diasporic 
oral literature’s propensity to adapt and change and Toni Morison’s use of this quality 
in her literature.
Therefore, the Rider’s negotiation of the discourses of the written text 
are symbiotic, in that the oral figure can negate yet simultaneously affirm, the written 
texts relevance. Critics of colonial education and literacy abound in the texts of this 
canon, yet the written text is affirmed as a means of disseminating the oral figure. The 
written text is also validated with regard to the female metaphysical figure by both 
Hurston and Morrison, because it affords possibilities for imaginative 
extemporisations and socio-political commentaries, unavailable in the traditional oral 
literature’s discursive techniques.
270 Bakhtin, 'Epic and Novel', The Dialogic Imagination, 3.
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Chapter Three: The Female Metaphysical Figure in Caribbean Oral Literature 
and in the Contemporary Creole novel; Jean Rhys' Wide Saragasso Sea
Chapter Two discussed African-American women’s historical use of the novel as 
ideological tool and the progressive employment of the revised figure of the Rider to 
address diverse socio-political issues, past and present. It detailed the synthesis 
affected by the writers between the oral and literary genres through their revised 
configurations of the Rider. What the analysis revealed is that, even within the same 
socio-political contexts, the use of the figure was mediated by ideological differences 
and distinct personal histories. Toni Morrison and Zora Neale Hurston both use the 
Rider but in vastly different ways. Their allegorical use of the female metaphysical 
figure foregrounds palimpsests on received historiography and it was demonstrated 
that Trans-Atlantic slavery and colonialism has heightened the female diasporic 
subject’s need to negotiate “contending ideologies” and to mediate these divergent 
claims on identity, community and “se lf5.
The resultant extended use of the Rider’s inherently paradoxical and 
ambivalent attitude towards herself and the community at large, permits enlarged 
perspectives on the diasporic female “split subject” (who finds herself buffeted 
between European and African-derived cultures), and a greater apprehension of the 
historical processes at work in the wider society. In this chapter, it will be 
demonstrated that the Caribbean socio-political context is markedly different to that 
of the United States and that it has spawned related yet unique figures in its oral 
literature. It will also be argued that Caribbean women writers employ these figures in 
strikingly different ways to African-American women writers in the contemporary 
novel.
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The purpose of this chapter is to make a comparison between the 
African-American Rider of the oral literature and her Caribbean counterparts, the 
Soucouyant, La Jablesse and other related female metaphysical figures. Such a 
comparative perspective will facilitate a closer examination of the malleability of the 
figurations and their relevance to writers across the racial spectrum. The examination 
will also reveal a neglected “limbo gateway” reflective of the creolisation process in 
the Caribbean and, in order to exemplify this further, the chapter will focus on the 
way the figures are used in the work of the white Caribbean-Creole woman writer, 
Jean Rhys.
Caribbean women’s experiences in this socio-political context are 
extremely varied and are mediated by gender, race and class, as Nana Wilson-Tagoe 
points out:
Although the woman writer’s engagement with history is 
part of the general process of self-definition and 
reassessment in a postcolonial West Indies, the context of 
the writing presents a different order of imagination and 
representation since it is in the end inseparable from 
women’s relation to history, culture, and political 
conditioning.271
Furthermore, Marie-Denise Shelton argues that:
At the level of thematics, feminine writing tends to expose 
conflicts and mutilations that characterise the being-in-the- 
world of women in the Caribbean.272
Shelton also points out that these themes are a reactivation of a problematic which
originates from outside the text. She terms the peculiar “malaise” female protagonists
experience as madness, dislocation, displacement and disinheritance, “/e mal
feminin”, and points to the high incidence of infanticide and the many “witches” in
271 Wilson-Tagoe, Historical Thought and Literacy Representation in West Indian Literature, 223.
272 Marie-Denise Shelton, ‘Women Writers of the French-Speaking Caribbean: An Overview’, in 
Cudjoe, Caribbean Women Writers, 346-7.
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the novels of Caribbean women writers. Shelton argues that these writers interrogate
reality and that sociogenic, not ontogenic, illnesses characterize the texts.273
It is important to note that while the figures stem from a mainly
African-derived cultural base, Caribbean oral literature houses input from the many
races and ethnic groups of the region. Unlike in the United States, peoples of African
descent form the majority in the Caribbean. Because of their domestic status in the
home, white Creole women had more ready access to the oral literature of African-
diasporic peoples. This has resulted in the Soucouyant’s and La Jablesse’s discourses
being more accessible to writers of different races than those of the Rider in America.
While Edward Kamau Brathwaite has focused on the “creolization”
process in the Caribbean, deeming it a “slow, uncertain but organic process”
involving the many races which constitute the Caribbean, he designates this society as
rigidly separatist along the lines of race and class, and does not acknowledge any
cross-fertilisation at the level of literary discourse:274
White Creoles in the English and French West Indies have 
separated themselves by too wide a gulf and have 
contributed too little culturally, as a group, to give 
credence to the notion that they can, given the present 
structure, meaningfully identify or be identified, with the 
spiritual world on this side of the Sargasso Sea 275
Wilson Harris, on the other hand, while fully embracing the import of African-derived
structures, views the creolisation process as inclusive, not exclusive, and argues:
[T]he limbo imagination of the West Indies possesses no 
formal or collective sanction as in an old Tribal World.
Therefore the gateway complex between cultures implies a 
new catholic unpredictable threshold which places a far
m  Ibid, 347-54.
274 Edward Brathwaite, Contradictory Omens: Cultural Diversity and Integration in the Caribbean, 
monograph 1 (U o f the West Indies, Jamaica: Savacou Publications, 1974), 38.
275 Ibid., 38.
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greater emphasis on the integrity of the individual 
imagination.276
Harris argues that the limbo dance contorsion of the body, the mental antics of the 
Akan spider deity, Anancy, and the Vodun “void” perpetuated by possession and the 
displacing of the consciousness, are all “variables of an underworld imagination” 
indicative of “inarticulate” layers of community beneath static systems whose 
“articulacy is biased.” He insists on the Caribbean artist being at the centre of this 
“ambivalent community” in which all races are, as he terms it, “participants”. 
Insisting that the artist must submit to the “legacies of catastrophe and conquest” 
integral to the history of the region, in order to access the “regenerative potential of 
the muse” (figures present in Caribbean mythology), Harris brokers myths informed 
by ambivalence and paradox 277
This ambivalent community of “inarticulate” myth belies Brathwaite’s 
assertion that the different races of the Caribbean are equivalent to “culturally 
alienated” people mired in discrete groupings.278 Harris’s analysis of creoleness also 
contests Brathwaite’s insistence that white Creoles mimicked a “bastard 
metropolitanism” while native creation was the preserve of the indigenous and 
African masses.279 Harris focuses instead on myth’s ability to disrupt mimicry and 
prise open givens which hide the chaos of Caribbean societies. This chaos, he argues, 
was handed down from the polarities created by slavery and colonialism based on 
race and class. He therefore deems myth a “trickster”, and charges the Caribbean 
artist with locating this “irrationality” in the native arts in order to disavow the “hubris
276 Harris, 'History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas’, Explorations: A Selection o f Talks 
and Articles 1966-1981, 34.
277 Harris, ‘History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas5, Harris, Explorations:A Selection o f  
Talks and Articles, 34-6 and ‘Carnival of Psyche: Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso S ea \ in Ibid., 125-33.
278 Brathwaite, Contradictory Omens, 36.
279 Ibid., 22 and 16.
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of reason and hubris of methodical systematic rape and conquest of others” and he
argues that such “perspectives of renascence” break open the “prison of history”.
Harris also charges the Caribbean writer with accessing primordial but fragmented
memory or “recollection” in search of a creolized community whose existence is
hidden by “idiolized” facts:280
Limbo was rather the renascence of a new corpus of 
sensibility that could translate and accommodate African 
and other legacies within a new architecture of cultures 281
It is clear that Brathwaite and Harris’s diametrically opposed views on creolisation, 
also polarise their concept of who exactly constitutes a Caribbean postcolonial writer. 
Brathwaite’s denial of Jean Rhys as a Caribbean writer, on the grounds of race, 
contradicts Harris's assertion that she is in fact just such an artist.
Elleke Boehmer points to the indulgent attitude displayed by the 
metropole towards “white” settler colonies, as opposed to those which were 
predominantly African and Asian, where the indigenous population was enslaved.282 
Therefore, Brathwaite’s resistance to the inclusion of white Creole authors in the 
Caribbean context is reflective of the region’s unique socio-political history. 
Colonialism’s worst excesses were evident in the Caribbean and apart from the few 
remaining Caribs, all West Indians are displaced. Furthermore, dominant European 
languages and cultural mores were and are privileged over plural traditions 283 While 
white Creoles felt increasingly alienated from their erstwhile homes in the metropole 
and sought to find an “authenticating history” in modem and ancient mythologies of
280 Harris, ‘History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas’, Explorations: A Selection o f Talks 
and Articles, 24-7.
281 Ibid., 27.
282 Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migt'ant Metaphors (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1995), 108, 26, and 112.
283 Ibid., 24-7 and 79-89.
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the regions in the colonies, the “native “ subject was doubly alienated. This is because
she was alienated both from the metropole and also from the elitist white Creoles,
who by and large thought themselves superior to the African-Caribbean masses.
Boehmer argues that the Creole drive for a new literary and economic visibility, was
dependent on the suppression of opposed groups.284 Such violence meted out to
African-Caribbeans both on the part of white Creoles and the metropole has led
Frantz Fanon to characterize the relations between coloniser thus:
It so happens that when the native hears a speech about 
Western culture he pulls out his knife or at least he makes 
sure it is within reach. The violence with which the 
supremacy of white values is affirmed and the 
aggressiveness which has permeated the victory of these 
values over the ways of life and of thought o f the native 
mean that, in revenge, the native laughs in mockery when 
Western values are mentioned in front of him.285
However, both Creole and African-Caribbean postcolonial writers had to “write back”
to hegemonic and monolithic metropolitan texts regarding the white and African-
diasporic “Other”286 and they used their “double vision” as colonised subjects to
interrogate what Abdul JanMohamed terms the colonial “Manichean allegory”, which
seeks to justify colonialism by projecting negative elements on to the colonial
“Other”. While many white Creole writers sought to perpetuate this discursive system
of negative representation of the “Other”, some writers, like Jean Rhys, sought to
expose this bias and correct it through the typically postcolonial tactics of
“hybridized” discourses, designed to defeat colonial “travelling metaphors” which
deem all “natives” interchangeable and culturally bankrupt287
284 Ibid., 112.
285 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched O f The Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 
1963), 33.
286 Abdul R. JanMohamed, ‘The Economy o f Manichean Allegory: The Function of Racial Difference 
in Colonialist Literature’, in Gates, "Race ", Writing and Difference, 81.
287 Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature, 100 and 51-3.
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Through the use of such narrative strategies, both African-Caribbean
and liberal white Creole writers like Jean Rhys, sought to overturn the disjunction
between place and language which plagued colonised writers, because they had
inherited the language of Empire which implicitly denied their subjectivity and right
to autonomy. The imperialist language also forbade the airing of taboo subjects such
as the drive for independence and the discussion of the violence underlying the
imposition of the language and values of the metropole. Postcolonial authors such as
Rhys, sought to reinvent and rescript this linguistic inheritance to accurately describe
their plural society and expose the processes of imperial dislocation from self and
from land that the colonial project had wrought on the colonised subject:
The dialectic of place and displacement is always a feature 
of post-colonial societies whether these have been created 
by a process of settlement, intervention, or a mixture of the 
two. Beyond their historical and cultural differences, place, 
displacement, and a pervasive concern with the myths of 
identity and authenticity are a feature common to all post­
colonial literatures in English.288
The “hybridity” of the colonial subject has been called a “mongrel consciousness” in 
that the colonised subject has a dual allegiance.289 This encompasses an allegiance to 
the colonising power and to the dominated indigenous, or in the case of the African- 
Caribbean, the enslaved culture.
Because the Caribbean subject was displaced, in the case of the white 
Creole voluntarily and in the case of the African-Caribbean, forcibly, the dual 
allegiance impacts differently on the various communities. While the white Creole has 
a dual consciousness in that she was despised by the metropole from which she came 
and forged psychological identifications with African-Caribbean metaphysical beliefs
288 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in 
Post-Colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 1989), 9.
289 Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature, 118-19.
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at the same time as developing a distinctly Creole culture, the African-Caribbean 
subject’s case was different. Here, the dual allegiance constituted an identification 
with both white and African cultures simultaneously, due to the action of 
miscegenation and colonialism’s education system and it’s avocation of white 
superiority.
Postcolonial writers employed what Boehmer terms their “mongrel” 
consciousness to change their “cultural schizophrenia” and celebrated difference in 
answer to colonialism’s homogenisation of alterity in the colonies.290 Expatriate 
writers like Rhys were able to participate fully in, indeed, in some instances, lead, the 
experiential modernist movement in Europe, and an investigation of Empire from 
both within and without, became characteristic of their work. In this sense, 
postcolonial writers anticipated modernism’s proclivities and their interrogation of the 
origins of European power informs readings of Michel Foucault’s arguments. He 
argues that in the modern world certain discourses are circulated as truth and thereby 
acquire legitimacy mid specific powers. But he argues that such powers can always be
901challenged and resisted.
The strategies that postcolonial writers employ in this regard impact at 
the levels of both theme and narrative techniques. The destruction of houses and 
buildings in the colony (and in the metropole), the invasion of colonial space by the 
European “interloper”, the celebration of independence and the investigation of the 
dominant culture’s effects on the colonial subject, unite postcolonial writing of both 
settler and invaded spaces.292 Furthermore, the theme of exile, the colonised subject’s
290 Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature. 117-19 and 128-30.
291 Michel Foucault, Politics Philosophy Culture: Interviews and other writings, 1977-1984/Michel 
Foucault, trans. Alan Sheridan, ed. Laurence D. Kritzman (London: Routledge, 1988), 112 and 123 
(my editing).
292 Ashcroft et al, The Empire Writes Back, 26-8.
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feelings of disorientation and “deracination” in the urban European milieu, the
portrayal of the dissolution of absolutes, the use of different forms of allegory, the
satire on European values, the use of modernist techniques, magic realism and the
employment of “provisional and fragmentary aspects of signification”, also
characterize the postcolonial text.293
The return to the colonial space, the quest for a whole self and the
return to childhood are also central to these texts. As Frantz Fanon states:
I believe it is necessary to become a child again in order to 
grasp certain psychic realities. This is where Jung was an 
innovator: He wanted to go back to the childhood of the 
world, but he made a remarkable mistake: He went back 
only to the childhood of Europe.294
Postcolonial literature is characterized by such analytic tendencies and by various 
attempts to recover “authentic” original mythologies brought over by enslaved 
Africans and adapted to meet the new exacting circumstances of the New World.
Elleke Boehmer’s observation concerning the uses of Yoruba 
mythologies in this regard, are instructive. She points to the use o f Yoriiba deities in 
the works of Wole Soyinka, Amos Tutuola, and the employment of Akan deities in 
the works of Efua Sutherland and Ama Ata Aidoo:
Writers came to recognize that the gods, daemons, half- 
children, warriors, and strange beasts of local legend and 
oral epic still held explanatory power, despite the efforts of 
missions and schools to eradicate them 295
Furthermore, she adds:
Crossing the adventures of indigenous gods with European 
realism, superimposing images from other worlds on 
Westernized city landscapes, post-independence writers
29j Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature, 124-5 and 244. Ashcroft et al, Ibid., 28.
294 Fanon, Black Skin White Mask, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove P, 1967), 190.
295 Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature, 202.
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again relied on hybridity — that is, the blending of 
different cultural influences, an upfront and active 
syncretism —  to unsettle the inheritance of Europe.296
She argues that white colonials lacked a concrete identity and were in exile and that 
writers like Jean Rhys, who wrote against the master narrative, found a rich source of 
counter-imperialist imagery, resistance strategies and the articulation of female power 
in refigured diasporic cosmology.297 This fact has remained undiscovered so far 
because of the academy’s reluctance to place folkloric research on the same footing as 
that of literature.
Sw. Anand Prahiad argues that what is termed “oral literature” is held
by many academics to represent the traces of an earlier “primitive” stage. He argues
that “folk discourse” is disparaged, not least because such “emic systems” contradict
much of Western thought. Stating that Western values such as “rationalism,
skepticism, materialism and competitiveness” are often prized above the spiritual, the
esoteric and communal rites which promote the psychic health of the individual,
Prahaid accuses critics of ignoring oral literary theories and research.298 Speaking of
African-American literature, he states that critics must be as versed in Vodun as they
are in Greek and Christian mythology:
Ignorance about elements of African, European, African 
American, and European American folklore leads to an 
inability to conceptualize African American literature in its 
broadest context, or to develop theoretical models that will 
be the most illuminating.299
296 Ibid., 203.
297 Ibid., 112,124 and 202-3.
298 Sw. Anand Prahiad, ‘Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner: Folklore, Folkloristics and African American 
Literary Criticism’, in African American Review 33:4 (Winter 1999), 570 and 565.
299 Ibid., 569.
173
To this list must be added African-Caribbean literature and its often overlooked 
indebtedness to Yoriiba cosmologies and concepts of female power as represented by 
the revised figurations of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse.
Prahiad insists on the recognition of the “philosophical systems” which 
inform African-diasporic expressive arts of the imagination and he warns against 
ignoring the unequal relationship in terms of power and influence that informs the 
cleavage between oral literature (which he deems a pejorative term) and literature.300 
Rather than viewing the elements of the oral literature and the use of Yoruba 
cosmology in the texts as a monolithic mass, this analysis will differentiate the 
material according to gender and race considerations.301
It is necessary to look in great detail at Caribbean writers' use of the 
female metaphysical figure and to locate the exact configurations she adopts in the 
texts. The results of this investigation will then be contrasted with the employment of 
the Riders in the African-American texts under study. However, before this literary 
analysis can be carried out, it is imperative to investigate further the exact nature of 
the manifestations of the metaphysical figure in the Caribbean oral literature itself, 
and to contrast it with the operations of the Rider. To this end, the chapter will 
elucidate the submerged Yoriiba-derived cultural background of the Soucouyant and 
La Jablesse,
The Female Metaphysical Figure In Caribbean Literature.
It is important to highlight from the outset the close connection between the
300 Ibid., 567-9.
301 Ibid., 568.
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Caribbean female metaphysical figure, female initiation rites, the concept of female 
power, the Y oruba deities or ori$a, and the magico-medicinal leaves designated to 
them and the Caribbean landscape. This inter-related system has never been explored 
and merits close analysis as the inter-dependent elements of African and Caribbean 
religious belief must precede any examination of the figures of the Soucouyant and La 
Jablesse either in the oral literature or the written text. This is because the Caribbean 
female metaphysical figure derives her moral authority from an African-originated 
system which privileges the intermediary role of the ori?a or deities, between the 
Supreme Being (O lodiim are) and humankind. These intermediaries are closely 
connected to magico-medicinal plants and incantations which form the basis of the 
Odii of the Y oruba corpus of divination knowledge. This African-derived system 
also foregrounds the initiation ceremony, with its three stages of separation, margin or 
limen and aggregation. Contextualised within this whole, it is easier to apprehend the 
channels of communication and interventions of the “disguised deities” of the 
Caribbean in the form of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse.
For example, the Caribbean female metaphysical figure is seemingly 
simplistic, but “It is their interpretation which is complex, not their outward form”.302 
They are figures whose operations closely parallel those of the Y oruba ori$a with 
their attendant symbolic codes. Among the Yoriiba, the concept of the ori$a is 
highly heterogeneous and even the conceptualisation of the deity of divination, I f  a, 
and his literary corpus, is fraught with contradictions and the possibility of multiple 
interpretations. However, this heterogenity, rather than presenting insurmountable 
problems of classification, presents opportunities for discursive diversification and the
J°2 Victor W. Turner, The Forest O f Symbols: Aspects o/Ndembu Ritual (London: Cornell UP, 1970),
103.
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adaptation of those discourses to new environments. This potential was exploited to 
the full by enslaved Africans in the Caribbean and housed in the “niches” of the oral 
literature.303
Harold Courlander notes the changes in terms of personality, 
relationship to one another and occasionally sexual classification that occurs in regard 
to the dri$a in New World cosmologies,304 He also notes the close association of 
suffering and transmutation evident in the oral literature surrounding the Yoriiba 
deities.305 This malleability is evident in the way the I f  a corpus is manipulated by 
Yoriiba babalawos and their descendants in the Caribbean and Verger emphasises 
the power of the incantations to alter reality once the appropriate e w e  or leaves are 
prepared.306
Morton Marks argues that in Yoriiba belief, the ori$a and ewe, are 
one and the same, what he terms “chemistry-ashe”:
Afro-Cuban herbalists knew the orisha owners, ritual applications, and 
curative powers of hundreds of trees, roots, barks, grasses, herbs, vines 
and flowers. In their exploration and classification of the Cuban forests 
and savanna, they were undoubtedly guided by the cognitive categories 
anthropomorphized as the “orisha”, which could comprise 
philosophical, aesthetic, anatomical, botanic and even chemical 
dimensions. Particular leaves might belong to a certain deity on the 
basis of mythological associations, ashe (curative and/or magical 
power), visual appearance (color, shape, texture), taste, association 
with a body part or physiological process, or all of these at once.307
3tb Karen McCarthy Brown, ‘Systematic Remembering, Systematic Forgetting: Ogou in Haiti’, in
Barnes, Africa’s Ogtm: Old World and New, 66.
j04 Courlander, Tales ofYoruba Gods and Heroes, 213-14.
™ Ibid., 9.
j0S Verger, Ewe: The use o f plants in Yoruba society, 29-35.
307 Marks, ‘Exploring El Monte: Ethnobotany and the Afi'o-Cuban Science o f  the Concrete’ in En 
Torno a Lydia Cabrera: cincuent [en] ario de cuentos negros de Cuba: 1936-1986, eds. Isabel 
Castellanos, and Josefina Inclan (Miami, Fla: Ediciones Universal, 1987), 229.
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He also points to the Cuban classificatory process which pairs the dri$a with Catholic 
saints, exhibiting similar characteristics.308 The bri$a*s capacity to “capture and 
imprison huge areas of meaning within a small space” is characteristic of the 
disguised Caribbean deities of the female metaphysical figure.309
Lydia Cabrera records Cuban esoteric leaders’ belief that “all the saints 
are herbalists but the incontestable God of the herbs, the doctor and botanist, is 
Osain”.310 Another name for Osain is Q sanyin, the Yoriiba deity of leaves, he 
governs their operations and is said to have had no mother or father, but to have 
issued from the earth. Cabrera lists the herbs of Cuba and their Yoriiba “owners” in 
detail, recording well over 500 such orr^a/plants and emphasising the power of the 
word in activating the plants and evoking their related deities. For example, she 
records the legend of “Tie tie”, a child abandoned by her mother and saved by a 
passer-by. The passer-by approaches a silk-cotton tree, which is sacred to the 
Yoriiba, and asks “Who is there?”, (“Qui est laT \ in French), which is an 
incantation. The incantation draws a verbal response from the metaphysical powers 
resident in the tree, and the child is welcomed into the bosom of the supernatural 
mothers who care for her thereafter. Cabrera insists on the importance of the dri$a 
and their related ethnobotany in initiation ceremonies in the Caribbean, asiento rites, 
involving the infusion of herbs through incisions in the neophyte’s o r i or head and 
the appellation of the deities who then possess the initiand.
Furthermore, Victor W. Turner, describes the typical African initiation 
“ceremony” as being composed of three phases: separation, margin or limen (meaning
:mIbid., 227.
309 Barber, ‘Interpreting Orfki as history and as literature5, in Discourse And Its Disguises.'The 
Interpretation o f African Oral Texts, eds. Karin Barber, and P.F. de Moraes Farias. Ser. 1. 
(Birmingham: Birmingham U African Studies, 1989), 17.
310 Cabrera, El Monte, 70 (my translation), 70-1,110-12,289-564, 159(my translation) and 24.
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threshold) and reincorporation or aggregation.311 He stresses that these ceremonies 
foreground the middle phase of “limitas”, an “interstructural situation” wherein 
hierarchies are dissolved, antithetical states merge, and meditation on society and 
altered states is made possible:312
Neophytes are neither living nor dead from one aspect, and 
both living and dead from another. Their condition is one 
of ambiguity and paradox, a confusion of all the customary 
categories....they are at the very least “betwixt and 
between” all the recognized fixed points in space-time of 
structural classification 313
Turner stresses the potential of such a state, in that the communication of saccerima 
and their inherent disproportion, monstrosity and mystery, promotes reflection.314 
Neophytes, stripped of all status and names, must think abstractly and focus on the 
metaphysical and the power relations of the societies they are temporarily secluded 
from. In this sense, liminality can be said to “break the cake of custom” and promote 
and encourage reflection and speculation. Furthermore, Turner emphasises that 
metaphors of “gestation and parturition” are applied to the neophytes and he states 
that it is not uncommon for them to appear masked or to live with mummers 
representing the dead.
The transference of African initiation ceremonies to the Caribbean, 
recorded by Lydia Cabrera, continues the inter-structural theme and the central
» « 31 ^ambivalence and paradox of the liminal state. However, in the diaspora these states 
take on additional significance because the African-diasporic subject first found 
herself enslaved, then colonised. As Fanon puts it, the psychic “scission” the enforced
jU Turner, The Forest O f Symbols, 94.
312Ibid., 98-9.
313 Ibid., 96-7.
314 Ibid., 103, 106, 96 and 98.
,l5 Cabrera, El Monte, 33, 37, and 397-8.
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suppression of African-derived mores provoked, ensured that the diasporic subject 
was “forever in combat with his own image”. Initiation rites and their attendant 
liminal states promoting contact with powerful deities and their ewe, became a rich 
iconoclastic and discursive site for the countering of what Nyatetu calls “discursive 
liminality”.317
Such ceremonies also became the venue for the re-adaptations of the 
deities and for the transmutation and transference of the oral literature surrounding 
them, in order to ensure their survival. The neophyte’s liminal or “threshold” state is 
analogous to the female metaphysical figure’s marginalised status in colonial society. 
These threshold states also accord well with the diasporic subject’s “limbo gateway” 
quest for figures from the mythology of the diverse peoples of the Caribbean, capable 
of wielding together its new nations. This combination of the “unstructuralist 
situation”, the revised deity forced to dissemble in a hostile environment, ew e  and the 
refashioned oral literature, became reflective of new demands of the socio-political 
issues in the Caribbean and is a coalescence well-exemplified in the female 
metaphysical figures of the Soucouyant and La Jahlesse.
Given the broader context from which the Caribbean metaphysical 
figure emanates, it is clear that both the Soucouyant and the La Jablesse have 
equivalents among the Y oriiban dri$k  They are analogous to Qya, the deity of 
storms and the wind, and to Qsun, the deity of love and of the Qsun river, 
respectively. Both of the Caribbean figurations are derived from their Yoriiba 
antecedents and in an attempt to disguise them, the African-
316 Fanon, Black Skin White Masks, 194.
317 Wangari wa Nyatetu-Waigwa, The Liminal Novel: Studies in the Francophone—African Novel as 
Bildungsroman. America U Studies ser 18, African Literature 6 (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 
1996), 8.
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diasporic subject used the metaphor of the mask, or dual personality. Both Caribbean 
figures are also centrally informed by their ability to metamorphose, not being what 
they seem, and it is repeatedly emphasised in the oral literature that the figures 
employ ew e  to achieve metamorphosis. They are capable of changing their physical 
attributes and their speech acts are meant to deceive. Therefore, they mimic the 
female Anancy of the Big Drum ceremony of Carriacou in that they can 
metaphorically “limbo” into the narrow confines of the slave ship and colonial 
society, due to their propensity for artifice.318 Their unstructured states, being neither 
dead nor alive, neither one character or the other, works to defy the “Manichean 
allegory” of colonialism, with its rigid hierarchies of race, gender and class.
Furthermore, this malleability allows the female metaphysical figures 
to address new socio-political issues and the capacity to inhabit new topographical 
spaces of the New World and address the disjunction between language and space. 
This is because being closely tied to the discourse of the two most powerful female 
Yoriiba deities gives metaphysical and socio-political latitude and depth to their 
somatic and linguistic discourses, making the interpretation of their interventions and 
operations highly complex. Although seemingly simple, each facet of the figures’ 
operations, their traits, channels of communication, interventions and associated ew e  
and legends, “capture and imprison huge areas of meaning within a small space”.319
For example, the Soucouyant who sheds her skin at night, flies in the
018 Anancy is conceived o f as female in the Big Drum Dance remembrance ritual o f Carriacou, 
Grenada. See Hill, The Impact o f  Migration On The Metropolitan And Folk Society O f Carriacou, 
Grenada, 363. Hill also records songs sung to “Mama Nu” which is a title given to the Oldju M ejl by 
the Yoriiba of Nigeria. See Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, G^Ipd?: Art and Female Power among 
The Yoruba, 8.
°19 Barber, ‘Interpreting Orikl as history and as literature’, in Barber et al, Discourse And Its Disguises, 
17.
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form of a ball of fire, enters homes and sucks the blood of her sleeping victims, 
parallels the Yoriiba female deity, Qya, whose colour is red. Qya has the ability to 
shed her skin, she is associated with lightning, thunder, and tornadoes, that is, fire and 
flight.320 She is one of the wives of §ango, the tempestuous deity of lightning, 
therefore these associations fit into part of a matrix of subterranean linkages germane 
to the dri?a. She has the ability to enter homes suddenly following aerial flight, as 
this chant records:
Oya mounts the roof suddenly
Oya up early, to dance with fire upon her head
Tree of the sacred grove of the masked judges of the dead
is watching you
Oya, fabulous whirlwind, has arrived.
She also has the ability to kill suddenly with a stone axe and sword as she roams 
mystically.
Qya 's youngest son is E g u n g u n , whose name is given to masked 
ancestor figures who symbolically return periodically to communicate with and judge 
the living. That is why she alone can face up to the E g u n g d n  and control them.322 
Due to her military prowess and warrior dances and sword, she is equated with the 
Catholic saint, St. Barbara, in the diaspora.323 Qya’s sacra are thunder stones, coral 
bracelets, and swords, and goats and chickens are sacrificed to her. Her o r ik i  (praise- 
songs) emphasise her warrior-like nature, her ability to carry fire on her head and,
O '} /!
most importantly, her capacity to undo and kill liars. The fantastic feats she is able 
to perform and her willingness to come to the aid of those in need, goes some way
j20 Pierre Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 403.
321 Thompson, Face o f the Gods, 195.
j22 Ibid., 196 and Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 403.
323 Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 403.
324 Ibid., 403,416-21.
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towards explaining her retention and development in the guise of the Soucouyant in 
the Caribbean.
On a philosophical level, Qya’s discourse centrally addresses the 
African-diasporic conundrum of how to access power by transcending colonial, racial, 
economic and sexual oppressions. Because she has the ability to “sort things out” is 
“hot”, swift and fearless, she has access to powers valued by enslaved and colonised 
Affican-Caribbeans.325 For example, flight is highly valued and a recurrent metaphor 
for freedom in African-diasporic literature; fire is a slave and colonial tactic used 
extensively to destroy colonial and plantocratic edifices; the military metaphor 
centrally informed the resistance tactics employed in the nineteenth century Haitian 
revolution and in numerous other revolts in the region; her close association with the 
forest, and the absorption of the male therein, is a rich metaphor for the defeat, 
through the use of ewe, of the colonial master.326
Furthermore, her ability to shed her skin and to change her subjectivity 
and geographic situation, using incantations and “leaves”, or ew e, centrally addresses 
the psychic dilemmas Afiican-Caribbean people faced , forced as they were to 
negotiate two contesting cultures. Caught in the intersection between the dominant 
European, aggressively-enforced system of values and repressed and reviled African- 
derived mores, diasporic peoples could look to Qya!\h& Soucouyant for guidance. 
This is because her “masquerade” encoded Marooning (flights to freedom enacted by 
the Maroons o f the Caribbean), dissimulation (a tactic extensively used in the 
diaspora) and poisonous ew e  (able to alter reality and extensively documented in 
revolts involving the poisoning of the slave master). Her face, which is traditionally
Ibid , 416.
326 Ibid., 416.
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hidden under the fringes of the Yoriiba crown, extends this metaphor of the 
“masquerade”.
There was no wholesale transcription of Qya ' 5  discourses in the New 
World however, as they were mediated by necessity and need in the New World. The 
Soucouyant7 s analgous metamorphosis, flight in the form of a ball o f fire, ability to 
penetrate households, and propensity to kill sleeping victims, parallels Qya7 s traits, 
channels of communication and interventions. However, because the diasporic 
situation demanded that African mores be communicated clandestinely, the revised 
Qya sought refuge in the oral literature, thus meeting the imperative to continue the 
culture and disguise it at the same time. The Soucouyant7 s “disproportion”, 
“monstrousness” and “mystery” constitutes the externalisation of the sacra used to 
instruct neophytes in Africa.327 Furthermore, the channel of communication o f the 
dream which she employs to possess her victims, is substituted in some ways for the 
initiation’s liminal “interstructural situation”. Her corpse-like, dreaming victims, 
inhabit a realm where hierarachies are dissolved, contemplation and reflection are 
possible and communication between the deity and humankind is privileged. Thus, 
the Soucouyant “breaks the cake of custom” in colonised societies, foregrounding the 
metaphysical and the female.
Qsun, from whom La Jablesse is descended, appears to be 
diametrically opposed to Qya, both mythologically and discursively, in Nigeria. This 
co-wife of $ango  is forever at loggerheads with Qya and her series of deitic 
husbands who constantly betray her. In one legend, Qya tricks Qsun  and drives her
328 '  /out of the marital home. However, Qsun also has limitless powers and the ability
327 Turner, The Forest O f Symbols, 103.
328 Courlander, Tales ofYoruba Gods and Heroes, 87-90.
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to metamorphose into several versions of herself when she possesses her devotees.329 
Her ability to “dance” expertly is pronounced, but it is important to note that “dance” 
in this context of Yoriiba terminology denotes the altered state of possession, and is a 
ritual act:
Ceremonies of offering and revitalisation of the asp of the 
Oripa are followed by dances and songs which evoke the 
passions, wars, the character of the deity.330
These “theurgic mimes” and possession states where equestrian metaphor is used
% *
extensively, denote Qsun's channels of communication. Furthermore, Qsun  is
believed to be extremely wealthy, due to her association with the sea and red pearls.
She is believed to be the deity of lakes and streams and lives in the mountains.
According to the Yoriiba, she protects children, cures the sick and, even when alive
on earth, was always ready to give.331
Qsun  dances expertly, wears bracelets which she tinkles while she
dances, and carries a round metal fan. Her “sacra” are parrot feathers, a leather fan
and bracelets. Parrot feathers are used in oripa. I f  a formulae “To win the heart of a
man” and Qsdn  is closely associated with love.332 Her o r ik i  in the Caribbean
characterizes her as being a coquette in one of her many manifestations, which are
believed to number sixteen:
The dance of the adepts of Qpun imitates the carriage of a 
flirtatious and vain woman who goes to bath in the river, 
puts on her necklaces and bracelets, shakes her arms to
make them tinkle, parades herself graciously and looks
with satisfaction into the mirror.333
Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 408.
">3° Ibid., 30 (my translation).
Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 408-9 and 411.
jj2 Verger, Ewe: The use o f plants in Yoruba society, 367.
" 3 Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 409-10 (my translation).
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She also manifests as mixed race in the Caribbean and is known as the “mulata saint” 
as her skin is the colour of cinnamon, the ew e  most closely associated with her. She 
steals husbands, lives up in the mountains and her colour is yellow.334 hi the diaspora, 
Qsun  also lives up in the mountains and is the deity of lakes and streams. As in 
Nigeria, she is believed to be very wealthy due to this association with water.
Philosophically, Qsun  is a trickster figure like Qya. Such a personality 
trait was essential to embattled diasporic subjects who had to use their wits in order to 
survive. Q sun's  ability to charm, capture and kill errant males rehearses strategies of 
deception necessary to African-Caribbeans, Her linguistic dexterity and its ability to 
fool meant that her discourses rehearsed rhetoric, a strategy fundamental to New 
World oral literature.335 Her clandestine avocation of African-derived power 
strategies, such as possession-trance, pointed to her limitless power and her warrior­
like manifestations (she too holds a sword or a fan when “dancing”), and was again of 
metaphoric significance to embattled diasporic peoples. Her ability to seduce men into 
loving her and her flirtatious nature is echoed in La Jablesse, who entices, then kills 
or possesses unfaithful males. Her use of dance as a ritual act of possession is 
fundamental to any understanding of both Qsun’s and La Jablesse’s channel of 
communication.
La Jablesse is considered to be a younger figuration than the 
Soucouyant in the Caribbean. This may be why La Jablesse is always depicted as a 
young woman of mixed race. She does not speak in an African language but in the 
patois of the black masses. This is significant in that her discourses are militant 
despite the fact that she is a mixed Creole. She represents the resurgence of female
J'v| Ibid., 233 and Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 411.
" 5 Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 410. Also see Gates, Jr, The Signifying 
Monkey, 58.
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power that was lost to women in the face of evangelising Christianity and slavery. She 
openly traps the male, critiques his judgement and exercises mind-control over him. 
Unlike the Soucouyant, her lieu is the wild, she lives in the woods not in the 
community, and privileges sites of rebellion such as the mountains and precipices of 
the New World. The woods contain much ew e  and are often sites of female initiation 
which is dependent on the incision of ew e into the head, or ori\ as the Yoriiba call it. 
Such incisions are believed to help the deity “ride” or possess her “horse”, meaning 
human being. This is why there is so much emphasis on La Jablesse’s traditional 
broad-rimmed straw hat which shields her true identity. The hat points to her 
command of ewe, like (isten’s.
The power that Qsun wields over ew e  is enormous and La Jablesse’s 
hat has unnamed vines entwined around it. La Jablesse’s close association with 
brambles that entrap, again tie her to the discourse of Qsun. The name for such 
brambles is ew e  tiya in Yoriiba and La Jablesse uses ew e  tiy a  to record her active 
pursuit of the male and children in the diaspora.336 This use of ew e  has added 
dimensions in the diaspora in that slave communities in the diaspora used ew e  in a 
more militant sense than their forebears in Africa. Cabrera records the anti-colonial 
use of ewe, such as Yerba Santa Barbara which is associated with the fiery deity
z-337$ango.
Therefore, La Jablesse’s association with vines (ew e) has political and 
militant overtones. Her implied use of such ew e  to sexually entice, disorient and 
disable men, encodes the militaristic use of ew e  in the exacting circumstances of the
336 Cabrera, El Monte, 111.
337 Ibid., 558-9.
186
New World. Furthermore, the children she kills or maims, again using the disabling 
power of ewe, points to a key alteration in the discourse of Qsun  who is renowned 
for helping children in Africa. The holocaust of slavery and the loss through death or 
sale of children found expression in La Jablesse’$ modus operandi in the diaspora. 
Children sing incantations to protect themselves from her and these incantations 
indirectly name some of the most powerful ew e  in the New World. In order to locate 
lost children believed to be with La Jablesse, a reel is danced by the community and 
ew e  applied.338
In addition, the sound of La Jablesse’s chains, which can be heard but 
not seen, also records the presence of the past in that her spotted douette and chains 
recall slavery. Qsun is the goddess of sweet water and she holds a brass chain which 
symbolises the unity of her followers.339 The fact that La Jablesse employs 
possession-trance through dance to lure and possess the male, again records her 
descent from Qsun  as does the light that is tied to her discourse. The ever-receding 
“light” with which La Jablesse lures the unfaithful male deeper and deeper into the 
woods with, or towards the edge of a precipice with, can be construed as a diasporic 
version of Q sun’s temple and shrine where key tenets of the Y oruba religion and 
Q sdn’s function within that religion, are taught.340 In lie  Ife , such shrines have 
representations of female genitalia, again recording the association between Qsun and 
La Jablesse. The latter’s animal hoof, may recall Qsdn’s militaristic association with 
the valiant leopard.
Furthermore, Qsdn’s multiple representations are economically
0 ,8 Eddie McGiverney, personal communication, Trinidad, 1996.
jj9 Thompson, Flash O f The Spirit, 82.
340 Michel S. Laguerre, Voodoo Heritage, 75.
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contained in the single figuration of La Jablesse, in that she often presents in plural 
form. Whereas the Soucouyant operates alone, although there are many of them, La 
Jablesse is often recorded as operating in small groups.341 Her derisory laugh is 
therefore a collective one and indicative of rhetoric and satire. Her speech act, “Man, 
you luckee, eh!” records her ability to parody and mock the hapless subject who fails 
to comprehend the complexity of her identity.
The close associations between Qya and the Soucouyant, and between 
Qsun and La Jablesse has implications in terms of the Rider and the Jack Mulatta of 
the United States. Because the American figurations bear such strong similarities to 
the Caribbean counterparts, I am arguing that the Rider is derived from Qya and that 
the Jack Mulatta is derived from Qsun. Such a complex of African associations lends 
the discourses and representations of the New World figurations deep philosophical 
depth. This is because not only do the latter record the adaptations effected in the New 
World by enslaved communities, but they also record the “presence of the past” in 
terms of philosophical tenets surrounding female power, identity and gender, which 
the African metaphysical foremothers represented.
Therefore, each trait of the New World figurations has to be “read” 
within the context of past associations and present adaptations. This plasticity also 
invites plural representations of contemporary modern and post-modern female 
subjectivities because the New World figurations suggest transcendence of disabling 
discourses regarding the female, the investigation of diverse ideologies and the 
manipulation of ew e  to influence perceptions. Jean Rhys, is a Caribbean writer who 
exploited these traits in order to record the issues that shape the white Creole female 
condition.
341 Sylvia Benjamin, personal communication, England, 1996.
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The Female Metaphysical Figure In The Works Of Jean Rhys.
Controversy has always surrounded Jean Rhys’s work. Her writings were traditionally 
read as exact transcripts of her life, and autobiography was privileged over her literary 
creativity. Her female protagonists have often been deemed interchangeable and it 
has long been the critical custom for little or no attention to be paid to Rhys’s birth in 
the Caribbean and the influences of African-Caribbean culture on her writing. More 
recent studies have corrected these misconceptions and omissions343 and Rhys has 
been somewhat grudgingly accepted as a genuine Caribbean writer by Edward Kamau 
Brathwaite.344 She has been characterized as a “double outsider”, who came from a 
plantocratic community living in “cultural antithesis” to African-Caribbean women.345 
In fact, Jean Rhys was ambivalent towards both African-Caribbean and metropolitan 
culture and she wrote against the dominant colonial, patriarchal master narrative. 
Wide Sargasso Sea, the text that Rhys wrote towards the end of her life, exemplifies 
this central ambivalence while at the same time recording her extensive use of the 
female metaphysical figures of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse.
Unlike Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison, Jean Rhys’s
342 Carole Angier, Jean Rhys (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 525.
Wally Look Lai, ‘The Road To Thomfield Hall: An Analysis of Jean Rhy’s novel ‘Wide Sargosso 
Sea’, in New Beacon Reviews, collection One, ed. John LaRose (London: New Beacon Books, 1968), 
38. Louis Janies, Jean Rhys (London: Longman Group, 1978), 5. Veronica M. Gregg, Jean Rhys's 
Historical Imagination: Reading and Writing the Creole (Chapel Hill: The U o f North Carolina P, 
1995), 8. Teresa F. O’Connor, Jean Rhys: The West Indian Novels (New York: New York UP, 1986), 
8-9. Mary Lou Emery, Jean Rhys at “World's End": Novels o f Colonial and Sexual Exile (Austin: U of 
Texas P, 1990), 36-56. Wilson-Tagoe, Historical Thought and Literacy Representation in West Indian 
Literature, 226-7.
j44 Brathwaite, Contradictory Omens, 34-8, (Kamau) Brathwaite, ‘A Post-Cautionary Tale of the Helen 
of Our Wars’, Wasafiri 22 (Autumn 1995), 69-78.
345 Helen Tiffin, ‘"Mirror and Mask”: Colonial Motifs in the novels o f Jean Rhys’, in World Literature 
Written in English 17 (April 1978), 328. Lucille M. Mair, ‘Recollections o f a Journey into a Rebel 
Past’, in Cudjoe, Caribbean Women Writers, 53.
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perspective is that of the white Creole (although Rhys intimated many times that her 
great-grandmother from Cuba was of mixed race). Rhys was therefore forced to exist 
“between two cultures” and access to both Western metropolitan societies and 
African-Caribbean societies, was highly problematic for her. Furthermore, Rhys used 
this “hybridity”, so typical of late twentieth century post-modernist condition, to 
record the different voices of the dispossessed and margnialised. Simultaneously 
feminist, Caribbean, modernist and post-modernist in her treatment of Empire, Helen 
Can* argues that Rhys' Creole perspectives defies categorisation.346
She argues that Rhys was describing a repressed identity, not fully 
delineated in fiction before, therefore her fictions were forced to evolve and organise 
their own psychic spaces. Rhysian fiction therefore privileges the liminal and the 
hybrid, it evades repressions mid voices opposition to the Manichean allegory. Rhys 
self-consciously explores this very ambiguous relation to the self via her major trope 
of interrogation of discourses, the African-diasporic female metaphysical figure. 
Using the mixed race La Jablesse and African-Caribbean Soucouyant to investigate 
the contradictions of the British Empire and its attendant hegemonic discourses 
regarding women, sexuality and power, Rhys attempted to reconcile opposites.
As Helen Carr states, Rhys’s fiction takes into account a whole range 
of colonial, racial, economic and sexual oppressions.347 Within these delineations how 
do metaphysical figures, particularly female metaphysical figures function to expose, 
engage with, reconcile and transcend these various oppressions? It is important to 
view the configurations of the female metaphysical figures Rhys employs within the 
context of such oppressions and their function in elucidating them.
j46 Helen Can’, Jean Rhys (Plymouth: Northcote House Publishers, 1996), 17, 26, 89, and 83.
347 Ibid., 19-26.
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The Creole’s relation to place and identity in terms of settler colony politics of race 
and class and their disaffection with or disturbance of the colonial ethos, impacts on 
the modes of representation of the figures. Furthermore, the white Creole’s double 
consciousness and ambivalence towards the self and others and the way such a 
consciousness impacts on the metaphysical figure’s channels of communication and 
intervention, must be delineated. The ways in which the metaphysical figures expose 
such ambivalent attitudes towards urban Western societies, are equally important to 
examine. I will foreground the Rhysian revisionary project in reconfiguring self, 
place, culture, resaving erasures, simplifications and marginalisations of white Creole 
self and place in European discourses.
Rhys posits the female metaphysical figures as female “ancestors” 
(empowering creolised mythological and, simultaneously contemporary, African- 
Caribbean female figures), and foregrounds them as part o f her project of 
mythological authentication to justify her position as a postcolonial artist. However, 
unlike Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison, this identification can only be 
psychological because Rhys remains both outside and inside the African-Caribbean 
culture due to her status as a member of the traditional ruling class. The ambiguity of 
this situation is recorded in all her works, from Voyage In the Dark,34* to WSS,349 but 
its most supreme and deliberate exposition is contained in the latter as is her fullest 
creative exploration of the metaphysical female figure.
Set in the post-Emancipation Caribbean, and conceptually spanning the 
nationalist, independence and “Black Power” eras, WSS offers commentaries on all 
these movements through the female figure. Its recourse to the realm of childhood,
348 Jean Rhys, Voyage in the Dark (London: Penguin Books, 1969).
349 Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (London: Penguin Books, 1997).
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in order to comprehend colonial “psychic realities”, makes the text typically 
postcolonial, but unique in its treatment of those realities. Her text faces both ways 
looking to the effects of a European legacy on Creole identity, and assessing the 
impact of Obeah on the same. The fulcrum of Caribbean politics out of which Creoles 
were created, is dissected in WSS through the use of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse.
Like Zora Neale Hurston’s employment of both the African-American 
and Caribbean Rider and La Jablesse, Rhys’s specific use of the Caribbean 
metaphysical figure has been overlooked for decades. Rhys’s own ambivalent attitude 
towards African-Caribbean aspects of her upbringing, has contributed to a lack of 
investigation into her use of these figures. This ambivalence is fully expressed in her 
unfinished autobiography, Smile Please,350 In this text, the white child records her
desire to be African-Caribbean at the same time as she admits her distrust of African-
* 1Caribbeans and her fear of the oral literature her nurse Meta related to her.
However, it is important to note that Smile Please is a deliberately 
misleading autobiography, much like that of Zora Neale Hurston’s.352 It must be read 
as a text pointing to themes Rhys developed earlier in WSS. In this way, it acts as a 
palimpsest and is socio-politically coded, foregrounding at least four Obeah women, 
Ann Tewitt (p. 22), Francine (p. 31),Victoria (p. 80), Meta (pp. 29,31) and Josephine 
the terrifying cook (pp. 48-9).353 It is significant that the chapter on “Books” is 
immediately followed by sketches o f four Obeah women. Rhys is pointing to the 
influence of these women and their “other ways of knowing” on her work. Rhys’s
350 Jean Rhys, Smile Please: An Unfinished Autobiography (London: Andre Deutsch, 1979).
351 Ibid,, 30.
~'S1 Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road, 3. According to the chronology of Zora Neale Hurston’s life in 
Hurston, Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings/Zora Neale Hurston. 961. Hurston was actually bom 
in Alabama, not Eatonville, Florida, as she claimed.
35J Rhys, Smile Please, 22, 31, 80, 29, and 48-9.
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focus on the women's story-telling and her descriptions of the female metaphysical 
figures they elaborated on, is telling.
For example, it is clearly stated that Ann Tewitt was a conjure woman:
Our cook at Bona Vista was an obeah woman called Ann 
Tewitt. Obeah is a milder form of voodoo, and even in my 
time nobody was supposed to take it very seriously. Yet I 
was told about her in a respectful, almost awed tone (p.
22).354
It is also intimated that all the other women were practitioners of Obeah too. For
example, Francine vanishes mysteriously, obliquely pointing to the colonial policy of
persecuting Obeah women. Although jolly, Francine had an in-depth knowledge of
diasporic deities as Rhys states she found out later. Francine also mysteriously
disappears from the island.355 Victoria is characterized as taciturn and as holding
secret meetings in the kitchen, and Meta tells terrifying tales of the Soucouyant
Soucriants were always women, she said, who came at 
night and sucked your blood. During the day they looked 
like ordinary women but you could tell them by their red 
eyes (p. 30).356
African-Caribbean oral literature is specifically highlighted and the text repeatedly 
refers to the ew e  associated with the Soucouyant and La Jablesse: frangipani, 
hibiscus, jasmine, stephanotis, roses, ferns, and oranges.357
354lbid., 22.
355 Ibid., 80. The association o f the cook with poison during colonial times and the days of slavery, is 
consistent.
356 Ibid., 30.
357 Virginia Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands: Plants and Animals o f  the Eastern Caribbean, ed. 
Chris Doyle (Dunedin, FI: Chris Doyle Publishing, 1993), 68-9. Frangipani (Plumeria alba) has a 
poisonous milky sap but it also symbolises love, due to its associations with Qsun. See Cabrera, El 
Monte, 504, 532, 458, 424, 538, 452, and 493. Canella alba is related to Plumeria alba (frangipani) 
and is used by estoric practitioners o f Cuban-Congolese origin, to possess. Hibiscus, jasmine, 
stephanotis, roses, ferns, and roses “belong” to the powerful Yoriiba deity, Qsun.
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The text also insists on foregrounding the theme o f the carnival mask 
as a diasporic means of resistance to and, ridicule of, Western values. The 
complexities and contradictions of the metropole’s relation to colonised subjects and 
settlers are thus explored through personal autobiographical vignettes. These vignettes 
address race relations in the colonies, the sexual exploitation of women and the role of 
colonial education in inculcating psychological dependence.
In an interview with Mary Cantwell, Rhys records her creative writing 
process in terms of Obeah and “possession”:
It’s hard to explain how, when and where a fact becomes a 
book. I start to write about something that has happened 
or is happening to me, but somehow or other things start 
changing. It’s as if  the book has taken possession (p. 
24).
Furthermore, in an interview with David Plante, she states:
When I was little I heard voices in my head that had 
nothing to do with me. I sometimes didn’t even know the 
words. But they wanted to be written down, so I wrote 
them down (p.15)359
When Plante presses her as to whether she considers herself a European or Caribbean
writer, Rhys resists both categorisations but immediately afterwards tells him to
unfold a paper containing three leaves:
They’re voodoo. Someone, I can’t remember who, gave 
them to me. They’re from Haiti. You put them under your 
pillow and you dream the solution to your problem. You 
can’t drink too much and you can’t take sleeping pills. I
must try it tonight. I won’t say I believe, and I won’t say I
358 Mary Cantwell, ‘A Conversation with Jean Rhys’, in Critical Perspectives on Jean Rhys, ed. 
Pierrette M. Frickey (Washington: Three Continents P, 1990), 24.
359 David Plante, Difficult Women: A Memoir o f three (London: Victor Gollancz, 1983), 15.
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don’t believe (p. 44).360
This cultural ambivalence is noted by Veronica Marie Gregg and she argues that the
narrative strategies Rhys employs are informed by the “British imperial control of the
West Indies”, itself full of contradictions.361
While the impact of African-Caribbean oral literature and metaphysical
figures along with their related ew e  are thus clear, some critics have argued that any
mythological allusion in Rhys’s texts stems from the Greek and Roman
mythologies.' While Teresa O’Connor does emphasise Rhys’s Caribbean origins,
she fails to observe the presence of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse in the texts and
views the Rhysian female protagonist as “passive” and “masochistic”.363 Mary-Lou
Emery, however, does discern the role of Obeah in the Rhysian text along with Louis
James,364 who states:
The impact of the missionaries, Roman Catholic and 
Methodist, diffused but never supplanted the traditional 
beliefs in obeah, and the sensitive child was surrounded 
by its intimations (p 5).
Elaine Campbell too recognises the import of the workings of Obeah367 on Rhys’s 
imaginative arts and in her conception of herself as a Creole woman, neither black nor 
white.
As this study seeks to demonstrate the Soucouyant and La Jablesse
360 Ibid., 44.
361 Gregg, Jean Rhys’s Historical Imagination, 84-5.
°62 Helen Nebeker, Jean Rhys: Woman in Passage (Montreal: Eden P Women’s Publications, 1981), 
147, 154, 159, and 181-6.
O’Connor, Jean Rhys: The West Indian Novels, 3.
364 Emery, Jean Rhys at "World's End", 43-9.
',65 James, Jean Rhys, 5.
366 Also see Jean Rhys, Letters 1931 -  1966, compil and eds. Francis Wyndham, and Diane Melly 
(London: Penguin Books, 1985), 264-66. Jean Rhys' "Obeah Night" poem is indicative of the depth of
her interest in the subject and intimate knowledge of its workings.
j67 Elaine Campbell, ‘Reflections of Obeah in Jean Rhys' Fiction’, Kimapipi 4:2 (1982), 42-50.
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are embodied in Rhys’s work as significant metaphors. Like Morrison’s use of the 
Rider in Paradise, Rhys employs the female metaphysical figures as a site of 
negotiations and reconciliations between races. In the metaphysical context in which I 
view Rhys’s project, I believe that in WSS she selects deities who can circumvent 
traps (O gun  and Q $qqsj) ,  who can penetrate the homes of both the rich and poor and 
most importantly the homes of tire aristocracy in the metropole {Qya and Qsun) 
and who can investigate discourses and challenge received historiography, 
{Esu/JJIJgbara),368 Rhys also selects these particular Yoriiba figurations because of 
the legends associated with them (like Morrison’s use of the Ibeji in Paradise), also 
because of the discourses which link them. Qya and Qsun (the Soucouyant and La 
Jablesse,) are co-wives of both O gun  and Q $q q si and the legends surrounding these 
figures house the themes of metamorphosis, betrayal, trickery and the enforced female 
recourse to the wild.369
It is interesting to note that Rhys was Hurston’s contemporary and that 
they used the epic battles between the Yoriiba female deities and their husbands in 
very different ways in that the Creole perspective led Rhys to foreground the colonial 
male and his bartering of the flesh of the white Creole.370 Many of the legends 
associated with Qya and Qsun  record their liberations from the powerful male 
deities. This capability is of use to the Creole writer who felt imprisoned in the legacy 
of an imperial language and dislocation from the Caribbean land due to the bloody 
legacy of slavery. Furthermore, £ ? t/s  multiple discourses bind all the deities and his 
renowned trickery and multiple interpretations of meaning, ensure that his
j68 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 3-5.
j69 Courlander, Tales ofYoruba Gods and Heroes, 87-90.
370 Rhys, Letters 1931 -  1966, 216.
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revised representation in the novel as Daniel is multi-layered politically and socio­
economically. Rhys also selected these Yoriiba deities because of the particular* ewe 
associated with them. Many of the ew e  were used against slave owners and the 
colonial authorities historically and this militant discourse could be combined with 
that of the Creole in her attempts to undermine the narratives of the colonial male.
I argue that in an attempt to marry the two sides of her cultural 
inheritance, Rhys sought to combine the female metaphysical figure with the Creole 
in her writing. The resultant “polyglossia” resembles Bakhtin’s concept of the 
“carnivalesque” which employs folk humour, the mask, the marionette, madness and 
masquerade to challenge official truths.371
Furthermore, Nana Wilson-Tagoe states:
[I]t is the structuring vision of the female character that 
brings out the special nuances of this history, ... it provides 
for insight into other variables, often inarticulate and 
submerged, that constitute West Indian history.372
The thematic thrusts of WSS act to illuminate these “inarticulate” variables and the 
female metaphysical figure functions to buttress these anti-hegemonic themes.
For example, WSS deconstructs the Manichean allegory, by 
deliberately challenging a series of imperial premises. WSS is a riposte to what Rhys 
believed was a misrepresentation of the Creole in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. 
Through the allegorical figures of Antoinette and “Rochester”, the relation of the 
powerful metropole to the vanquished colony is explored but the usual uneven power 
relations reversed through the manipulation by the female Caribbean protagonists of 
Obeah with its inherent metamorphosis. In this sense, Antoinette and “Rochester” are
J?1 Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and his world, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
1984), 270-2 and 34-45.
j72 Wilson-Tagoe, Historical Thought and Literary Representation, 226.
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finely wrought allegorical figures. Antoinette subjects the colonising “Rochester” to
sexual exploitation using the revised sexual exploits of La Jablesse, which are similar
to the rape used as part of colonial policy to subdue and break the resistance of
African-Caribbean women. In this way, Rhys is able to offer a series of commentaries
on gender relations impacted upon by class, race and socio-political circumstance.
By the end of the text, “Rochester” has changed significantly, in that
he has been forced to acknowledge female metaphysical power and use the despised
Obeah himself:
I drank, then took up the book I had been reading, The 
Glittering Coronet o f  Isles it was called, and I turned to the 
chapter ‘Obeah’.... I knew how to avoid every creeper, 
and I never stumbled once.... I was exhausted. All the mad 
conflicting emotions had gone and left me wearied and 
empty. Sane.... She [Antoinette] had left me thirsty and all 
my life would be thirst and longing for what I had lost 
before I found it (pp. 67,89,111).
“Rochester’s” acquisition of metaphysical powers transpires after his return to the 
orange-tree altar to Qsun  (the orange is (T^nn’s major fruit), and his reading of the 
book on Obeah. His “thirst” for more of this metaphysical power and recognition of 
Antoinette’s deitic significance, indicates the learning-curve he has been forced to 
undertake at Granbois. His rejection of the “magic” although he recognises 
Antoinette’s significance as a “zombi”, at the end of the Granbois passage contradicts 
“Rochester’s” words in that he cannot escape his “conflicting emotions”, even 
through displacement to the metropole373 (pp. 67,89,111-112).
Like Beloved’s sexual relation to Paul D, the male is transformed, but 
the discourses voiced are from different perspectives. While Beloved exorcises the
j7j “Rochester’s” Thomfield Hall recalls the themes o f slavery and injustice which Jane Austin 
attributed to Mansfield Park. See Jane Austin, Mansfield Park (London: Penguin Books, 2003), 24, 29, 
177,432 and 183-4.
198
African-American male presence, in order to force Paul D to engage with the African- 
American’s psychic dilemmas, Antoinette welcomes the male presence and revises 
the European male’s preconceptions of Creole female subjectivity. While both 
metaphysical figurations foreground the presence of the past by insisting on 
interrogating the actions of the coloniser, Beloved is the victim whereas the Creole is 
both victim and oppressor. Therefore, the two metaphysical protagonists represent 
different socio-economic and cultural perspectives. Straddling two cultures, 
Antoinette’s representation is of necessity hybrid, like Beloved’s, yet socio-politically 
specific in nature. This is why, by the end of the text, the colonial male, “Rochester”, 
is neither fish nor fowl, and has been forced to straddle two cultures, like the Creole. 
While he does flee to England and incarcerate a woman whose actions he can no 
longer control, the female metaphysical figure changes the psychology of the colonial 
male forever, thus “reorganising” psychic space.
So “Rochester’s” initiation is different to that of Paul D who has 
experienced, but not made sense of, his socio-political situation. “Rochester’s” 
certainties and sureties are dissolved by Antoinette, as taboo themes such as familial 
and community dissolutions due to colonial violence meted out both by the white 
Creole and the European, are broached. Particular emphasis is placed on the 
destruction wrought by colonial violence and the dysfunctional relation it spawns in 
the mother-daughter dyad. Furthermore, WSS explores in Fanonian mode, the 
distorted psyches of both oppressor and oppressed but unlike Fanon, Rhys does not 
discount gender considerations.374 The Creole is represented as paradoxically 
exemplifying both oppressed and oppressor with the white female Creole’s historical 
experience of sexism impacting on her perception of self and others.
374 Fanon, Black Skin White Masks, 179-80.
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In order to further illustrate this, the highly influential Sigmund 
Freud’s pronouncements on the nature of the female psyche, female “madness” and 
repressed sexuality, are undermined in the text and alternative motivations and socio­
political reasons given for seeming female “hysteria” mental instability or 
“madness”.375 Sigmund Freud’s dream analyses, (Edipal theory and view of the 
female body and mind, male aggression and violence, are re-located and re-invented 
within the context of the demonised Creole woman of Charlotte Bronte’s Jane 
Eyre?16 In this way Rhys critiques and parodies the male gaze and privileges the 
metaphysical, liminal and ambivalent. Furthermore, in parodying Charlotte Bronte’s 
portrayal of the stereotypical “mad” female Creole and the landscape of the 
Caribbean, Rhys encouraged re-readings of the submerged imperial societal processes 
which went into the Creole’s making.
Because the white Creole’s relation to place and identity is rendered 
problematic due to her history of enslaving Africans and appropriating land, Rhys had 
to find a trope capable of defying the Creole’s traditional “cultural antithesis” to the 
African-Caribbean. She also had to access a figuration capable of performing a 
number of other functions. The white Creole subject’s need to negotiate a hostile 
environment, address debates surrounding identity, place and gender, and more 
specifically, theorise about the distant motherland in Europe and the alienating 
Caribbean terrain, were of paramount importance to postcolonial settler writers. 
Rhys’s co-option of the African-Caribbean female metaphysical figure allowed her to 
register “difference” from the originating metropole and its hegemonic discourses. 
The ploy also permitted access to the figure’s inherent rebellious narratives, which,
375 Sigmund Freud, Collected Papers, Case Histories, The International Psyche, Analytical Library, 3,
no 9, ed. Ernest Jones, M,D, trans, Alix and James Strachey (New York: Basic Books, 1959), 14 - 133 
',76 Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1966), 321-22.
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although originally used against the white Creole, once co-opted, could be used to 
attempt to reconcile the different cultures and races of the Caribbean. Paradoxically, 
Rhys achieved this through exposing alterity and validising it. In this way, she could 
appropriate an “authentic” indigenous identity for the Creole and simultaneously 
register her double consciousness.
Furthermore, because the African-Caribbean female metaphysical 
figure is inextricably linked to the spiritual landscape, by co-opting and revising the 
metaphysical figure’s discourses, the Creole could more directly claim kinship with 
the Caribbean land.377 Because the land issue before, during and after Emancipation 
was such an explosive one, such a strategy of elision sought union between races. The 
inextricably linked metaphysical figure and her spiritual environment offered a series 
of empowering “motherland” discourses in opposition to the patriarchal “fatherland” 
imperial discourses from Europe. It served as well to deny the roving male imperial 
eye its human and geographic acquisitions, in that both female metaphysical figure 
and landscape are imbued with counter-discourses to the imperial script.378 Because of 
this, the landscape can act as a “character” in the novel, in ways unthinkable in 
conventional terms. For example, African-Caribbeans used the flora and fauna of the 
Caribbean landscape in traditional African ways to induce altered states.379 
Furthermore, each ew e  or leaf was associated with a specific deity or deities. 
Therefore, the combined metaphysical figure and spiritual landscape have great 
agency for the postcolonial woman writer, because of their liminality.
377 Qsun and Qya  have flora and fauna which “belong” to them and which serve to illumine their traits 
and discourses. Some demographic sites such as rivers, the woods and precipices are also associated 
with legends surrounding them. Sometimes such sites are indicative o f where Qsun's and Qya's ew e  
grow. See Cabrera, El Monte, 110.
J?s Mary Louise Pratt, Scratches on the Face of the Country; or, What Mr, Barrow Saw in the Land of 
the Bushmen, in Gates, “R ace” Writing, And Difference, 139-59.
j79 Paul V.A. Williams, Primitive Religion and Healing: A Study o f  Folk Medicine in North-East 
Brazil, (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1979), 12-30.
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Liminal states allow the subconscious to be accessed, and they 
privilege the dream-state and associated altered states, such as metamorphosis and 
possession-trance. The latter centrally oppose stereotypes of the “Other” and privilege 
African-Caribbean epistemologies. Most importantly, the liminal privileges myth and 
legend, both of which foreground militant African-Caribbean female figures who 
traditionally interrogate identity and origins, themes the postcolonial writer 
foregrounds. It also privileges rhetoric and allegory, being inherently a state with “two 
faces” like the Oloju M eji and, as Stewart Brown argues, the dream state can easily 
house ambiguities and straddle “slippage” between different times, places and oral 
states of being. For example, postulants who are being prepared for consecration, 
are by definition in a transient state where they are stripped o f all status, titles and 
privileges. They are therefore in a developmental phase and able to simultaneously 
straddle diverse states of being. This facilitates the union of opposites and the 
interrogation of diverse streams of thought. Because the liminal generates 
“communitas”, the reconciliation of opposites can be achieved more easily within its 
function. However, paradoxically, the liminal also simultaneously denies homogenity, 
due to its promotion of altered states and its privileging of the plural being.
This peculiar “limbo” condition parallels that of the Caribbean 
postcolonial subject and affords the postcolonial woman writer, such as Jean Rhys, 
malleable metaphors with which to work. Rhys exploits the super-impositions in 
terms of character and landscape, which the liminal allows and she uses the liminal’s 
capacity to represent both homogeneity and monogeneity. Because the liminal 
privileges the mythic and legend along with then “unusual juxtapositions”, Rhys
j8° Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, GpJpd?: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 73. Stewart 
Brown, ‘Breaking Out Of The Dream: Femi Oyebode’s 'Black Kites Circling', in Kiss &
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exploits the relation and articulates the postcolonial crisis of identity and sovereignty 
through the metaphysical figure and associated landscape. Because the liminal fosters 
introspection and the examination of historical discourses, Jean Rhys is able, like Toni 
Morrison, to interrogate historical figures and their ideologies through the 
interventions of one character, in this case, Antoinette. Furthermore, the liminal state 
affords great latitude in that being neither fish nor fowl disrupts imperial polarisations 
in relation to race, class and gender. It also permits innovative re-formulations of 
static plots, narratives, narrator, landscape and time. The mythic and the metaphysical 
denote possibility and change in Rhys’s hands because of their ability to straddle 
different personalities and time-frames simultaneously.
This is why WSS is set in the troubled era of the post-Emancipation 
Caribbean, when white Creole plantation-owners were attacked and their privileged 
positions threatened. It addresses postcolonial, socio-political issues of the post-war to 
later twentieth century. The themes of the colony’s relation to the metropole, the 
uneven power relations that warp the psyches of both coloniser and colonised and the 
parallel uneven gender relations spawned by the imperial system, are all addressed in 
depth in WSS. Its triple settings in Jamaica, an unnamed honeymoon island and 
England, continues the theme of the colonised relation to urban Western societies and 
the metaphysical figure and landscape are used to change Thomfield Hall into a 
liminal realm. Most importantly, the metaphysical Creole figure, Antoinette, treats the 
imperial male, “Rochester”, like a postulant and along with the “Ananci” figure of 
Daniel Cosway, empties his mind of certainties regarding gender, race and class.381 
This is done in order to more closely examine the ties that bind the discourses of
Quarrel: Yoruba/English Strategies o f mediation, ed. Stewart Brown (Edgbaston, Birmingham: U of 
Birmingham, 2000), 112 and 121.
j81 Anancy is an Akan deity in West Africa and a trickster figure in the oral literature of the Caribbean.
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Europe and the resultant disabling actions of the European traveller in the New
World. In WSS the main female protagonist, Antoinette, sets out to change the
thinking patterns and disrupt therefore the imperial text of “Rochester”, and by
extension, European thought regarding the colonies and their subjects.
This is why the book’s title focuses on the Sargasso Sea. It was the
means by which Europeans entered the Caribbean therefore it is a threshold, liminal
realm. The sea is therefore full o f associations with colonialism and imperialism. It is
to be found in the Horse Latitudes, because it was the custom for sailors to transport
horses to the Caribbean and to throw them overboard if  there were water shortages.382
Equestrian terminology is always used by esoteric leaders of African-diasporic
religions in the Caribbean for the act of “possession”, when the deity is said to “ride”
her “horse” by entering her body and displacing her consciousness temporarily, so
that the deity may speak to the community.383 This equestrian terminology is also
used by postcolonial women writers to denote broader themes. For example, writers
use it to indicate the occupation of the individual by anti-colonial discourses or
conflicting emotions. In the postcolonial text therefore, to “possess” can denote, to
articulate a series of militant or contradictory discourses.
A central metaphor used for this form of “possession-trance” is a
demographic one, associated with relations between the coloniser and colonised.
Being full of weeds, the sea is known for becalming and trapping ships. In that sense
it recalls La Jablesse’s piquant or trap, which she sets for unsuspecting, unfaithful
men. As Angela Smith puts it:
The Sargasso Sea lies between Europe and the West Indies 
and is difficult to navigate, like the human situations in the 
novel.384
382 Angela Smith, notes, in Wide Sargasso Sea, by Jean Rhys, 131.
j8j Deren, Divine Horsemen, 29-30 and 121.
384 Smith, Introduction, in Wide Sargasso Sea, by Jean Rhys, vii.
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It will be demonstrated that Annette Cosway possesses and traps Richard Mason into 
marriage, as she did her first husband, Mr Cosway, and it will also be shown that her 
daughter Antoinette becalms and entraps “Rochester”, if  only temporarily, in order to 
instruct, change and re-educate him into the ways of Obeah and the so-called unreal. 
The book's first title was “Le Revenant\ meaning “The Spectre” or “Ghost” in 
French.385 This is a striking parallel between Beloved, the returned ghost or Rider. 
Each will negotiate difficult relationships and through the use of metamorphosis on 
the visual and linguistic level, transform those around them. Because WSS is made up 
of characters who owe their allegorical traits to the ori$a, represented in the female 
metaphysical figure, this was a very telling and apt title indeed.
For example, the character of Annette Cosway/Mason functions to 
elucidate the theme of the double consciousness and ambivalence of the Creole and 
her inability to overturn the dislocation between place and identity. She is an 
allegorical figuration who represents the intransigence yet paradoxical ambivalence of 
the white Creole subject, historically. Through her characterization, the reader is able 
to examine the imperialist attitudes of the ruling class of the Caribbean at the precise 
moment of their partial relinquishment of power. Very significantly, Rhys exposes the 
dual belief system of the Creole who believed both in Christiantiy and Obeah and, in 
so doing, she exposes the contradictions of such a position when it is exploited rather 
than embraced. Annette's hierarchical attitude towards the dual epistemological 
systems of the Caribbean, Christianity and Obeah, cause her to fail to locate a sense of 
identity. She is therefore willing to sell her body to the highest bidder in order to 
retain the corrupt power she once held over African-Caribbeans, whose culture she
',85 Ibid., viii.
205
exploits when it is convenient for her to do so. It is left to her manservant Godfrey to 
upbraid her for this attitude and her continued belief in white supremacy (p. 6).
Although Annette strives to win a place for herself and her family at 
Coulibri, due to the historical legacy of the Creole enslavement of the African, it is 
burned down and Annette’s son is murdered. In the novel the disabled Pierre 
represents the end of the Creole male line, much like the men of Ruby in Toni 
Morrison’s Paradise. Here, the Cosway male line is stopped by enraged ex-slaves. 
Annette is undone both as a result of her intransigence and her failure to sufficiently 
disrupt Mr Mason’s racist evaluations of the African-Caribbean mind (p IB). 
Antoinette will more successfully prevail because she learns to value the African- 
Caribbean “ways of knowing”, rather than merely exploiting them. Rather than selling 
her body, Antoinette resists marriage to the imperial male. In this regal'd, mother and 
daughter are diametrically opposed narratively.
Annette’s lack of economic power, acquisition of the same through the 
solipsistic abuse of Obeah and the imperial male, then incarceration and exploitation 
at her ex-minions’hands, exposes the themes of female dependency on the male. It 
also underlines the Creole exploitation of African-Caribbean culture. Annette’s 
discourse also expresses the precarious situation of women and Creoles vis-a-vis the 
all-powerful metropole, which determines meaning and imposes hegemonic 
discourses. In order to fully illustrate these themes, Annette is represented as a 
synthesis of the newly impoverished white Creole and the La Jablesse/Soucouyant, 
from the veiy beginning of the novel. This is done to denote the Creole’s struggle at 
the site of identity in the Caribbean and to demonstrate her psychological 
identification with the African-Caribbean metaphysical female figure whose 
metamorphosis challenges Western notions of fixed identities. However, Annette is
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unable to transcend these oppressions and continues to adhere to the hierarchical 
notion of Empire.
Because of Annette’s failure to resist the master discourse and 
reconcile opposites, she is loathed by the African-Caribbean population. She is 
represented as an angry conflicted “marooned” hybridised deity whose goals house 
deadly contradictions. For example, it is stated:
The Jamaican ladies had never approved of my mother,
‘because she pretty like pretty self ’ Christophine said (p.
5).
[meaning, she is not what she seems]
La Jablesse is represented as a beautiful Creole in the oral literature and when
discussing Annette’s new husband, a gossips states:
No, the whole thing is a mystery. It’s evidently useful to 
keep a Martinique obeah woman on the premises’ (p. 14).
It is stressed that Annette purchases a dress and uses the ritual of dance, to “possess”
the affluent Richard Mason.386 This is a solipsistic use of Obeah, Annette’s sole aim
being to preserve the status quo:
I don’t know how she got money to buy the white muslin 
and the pink.... There was no need for music when she 
danced. They stopped and she leaned backwards over his 
arm, down till her black hair touched the flagstones —  still 
down, down. Then up again in a flash, laughing....
“Dance! He didn’t’ come to the West Indies to dance —  he 
came to make money as they all do” (pp. 12-13).
j86 See Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, G$l$d$: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 105. Also 
see Cabrera, El Monte, 37, where tire term is used to denote possession. Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 29. 
187 See Leslie G. Desmangles, The Faces o f  the Gods: Vodou and Roman Catholicism In Haiti (Chapel 
Hill: The U of North Carolina P, 1992), 132-5. Ezili (she is so named in Haiti, but known as Qsun 
elsewhere in the Caribbean, therefore the spiritual foremother of La Jablesse) is a wealthy mulatto who 
has a large collection o f pink and blue dresses. Her devotees tie blue and pink around their waists. See 
Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 411.
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Furthermore, Christophine, the Obeah woman of the text, uses
phraseology reserved for the Soucouyant when describing the relation of Annette and
Antoinette to “Rochester”:
I hear that the girl is beautiful like her mother was 
beautiful, and you bewitch with her. She is in your blood 
and your bones (p. 61).388
It is also intimated that Annette uses the powerful leaves or ew e  dedicated to Qsun to 
dupe Richard Mason, the unsuspecting interloper from Europe:
Twice a year the octopus orchid flowered — then not an 
inch of tentacle showed. It was a bell-shaped mass of 
white, mauve, deep purples, wonderful to see. The scent 
was very sweet and strong. I never went near it (p. 6).389
Orchids have an irregular stallion formation, and Phyllis Shand
Allfrey, the Dominican writer/politician and friend of Rhys, wrote The Orchid House
based on a similar representation of ew e  as powerful means of altering reality.390
Annette is helped in her enterprise by her sister, Cora. Rhys represents Cora as
smelling of vanilla, a herb used to nourish all the charms of Qsun  and she is termed a
"white cockroach", a cockroach being a familiar term for a La Jablesse,391 There are
two types of herb known as coralillo bianco and coralillo rosado in Cuba, or corailee
as it is known in the eastern Caribbean. The first belongs to Qsun  and the second to
j8S Tan Ceeday, personal communication, Carriacou, Grenada 1997.
j89 The vanilla bean, (vanilla “belongs55 to Qsdn) comes from one species o f orchid, vanilla planifrons. 
Vanilla is used to nourish the charnis of Qsun destined for men. See Cabrera, El Monte, 551. Also see 
G.W. Lennox and S. A. Seddon, Flowers o f the Caribbean (London: The Macmillan P, 1978), 66-7. 
Orchids are highly poisonous, their leaves are shaped like the hoof of a cow (recalling La Jablesse 
whose leg is cloven) and their reproductive parts are exposed.
390 Phyllis Shand Allfrey, The Orchid Home (London: Virago. P, 1982), 6-9, 53, 62, 74, 101, 125, 130 
and 170 focus on the botanical gardens of Dominica and the ew e  associated with Qya  and Qsun, such 
as vanilla, jasmine, flamboyant, orchids, roses, mangoes and hibiscus. The prevalence o f these ev^ein 
the text, points to Allfrey5s central project, to designate the three Creole sisters as metaphysical beings, 
who derive their main modus operandi from figures such as the Soucouyant, explicitly mentioned on 
page 116 of the text. Each of the sisters may represent a different revised African-diasporic female 
figure.
59 A cockroach is pejorative local term for La Jablesse in the Caribbean. Amelie repeatedly calls 
Antoinette a “white cockroach55 in a song on page 63 o f WSS.
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Qya and Ayao. Rhys deliberately names Cora after these herbs in order to indicate 
her status as Obeah woman therefore manipulator of ewe.
Also, Annette employs the powers of the incantation the parrot Coco 
voices, “Qui est la l” (“Who is there?”) towards the same end. As referred to earlier, 
this incantation, far from representing the idle words of a bird, is taken from a 
Yoruba diasporic legend surrounding the accessing of female metaphysical power in 
times of crisis and is an example of the African-Caribbean belief in the power of 
words to alter reality. Vulture and partridge feathers are used by the Yoruba along 
with incantations, to coerce a man into falling in love with a woman. The feathers are 
ground up, an incantation is said, incisions are made and the mixture mixed with 
blood. “She [the woman] should give it to the man mixed either in his drink or 
food.” In the diaspora, Qsun is said to love parrot feathers and amongst the 
Yoruba, they are used in love potions.394 This is why Annette goes as far as to risk 
her life by insisting on going back into the fire at Coulibri to rescue her parrot Coco 
(cocoa being the principal element used in one form of Yortiba divination both in
* r * ■ 'JQ CNigeria and in the diaspora). It is also the reason why the riot is stopped in its tracks 
by the death of the parrot by fire. This would be regarded as extremely unlucky by 
those aware of the significance of the bird to Qsun and therefore La Jablesse.
392 Cabrera, El Monte, 159, The Spanish “IQuien es?” o f this Affo-Cuban legend is equivalent to the 
French “Qui est laT’ meaning “Who is there?”. This incantation allows humans to open up and enter 
metaphysical trees (such as the silk cotton tree) where the female metaphysical being resides. 
Furthermore, parrots feathers and symbols of female metaphysical power and are used to make love 
potions in Yoruba ethnobotany. See Verger, Ewe: The use o f plants in Yoruba society, 367. Also see 
Drewal, and Thompson Drewal, GpJ$d?: Art and Female Power among The Yoruba, 95, 73 and 103.
393 Verger, Ibid., 367.
j94 Ibid., 311. Also see Thompson, Face o f the Gods, 209-10. Instances o f mixing esoteric ingredients 
with food to coerce the male are to be found in contemporary kaisos (calypsos). See Brigo [Abraham 
Samuel], “Lemme Go (Rockers)” side B, track 1, rec. 1988. Love In The Party: past and present. West 
Indies Records, Barbados.
395 Cabrera, El Monte, 159.
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Annette, though a white Creole, has used Obeah to trap Mr. Mason, but 
she does not fully apprehend the significance of her own actions or respect the nature 
of the slave communities from which the religion stems. Beloved questions Sethe 
constantly regarding African-American historical experiences and identity but 
Annette allows Mr. Mason to determine hers, therefore she loses her liberty. It is 
significant that the character of Annette is a footnote in Charlotte Bronte's text and 
that Rhys filled in this hiatus imaginatively. Furthermore, in Sigmund Freud’s account 
of Dora’s mother, the female is dismissed as a rival to her daughter, ineffectual and 
idiotic.396 Rhys awards the character almost equal billing with her daughter, thus 
revealing submerged female histories and denying erasures of Creole and female 
histories and lives.
It is shown why Annette fails to successfully relate to the two races at
war with each other on the socio-political level and why she only belatedly opposes
Mr Mason’s imperial discourses. Rhys foregrounds her psychology and the existential
dilemmas she faces. The reader understands why Annette does not alter the behaviour
of the colonial male or his psychology and why he will continue to barter with the
flesh of Antoinette. Although Mr. Mason disappears from the plot at the end of Part I,
his discourses continue to dominate the text in the character of “Rochester”. Because
of Annette’s collusion with these narratives of Empire, she is a failed La Jablesse,
unable to entrap the colonial male. Therefore, she suffers a series of reversals, and
these are portrayed as reversals in the usual plot of the metaphysical figure. For
example, she loses her wealth twice, refuses the fan which is the emblem of Qsun,
\
cannot protect children, as Qsun  traditionally does, and despite her use of jasmine to
396 Freud, Collected Papers, vol 3, 91 and 27-8.
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preserve the appearance of youth, she loses both her looks and her mind397 (pp 5, 8,
20, 24, 26). Jean Rhys deliberately distorts the traits of the Y oruba and diasporic
deities in order to more fully illustrate Annette’s powerlessness in the chaos of
colonial societies. Annette’s own failure to locate her true identity, which is
linguistically demonstrated by the incantation of her parrot Coco, is emblematic of
colonial society’s corrosive action on the Creole.
Implicated in slavery, yet defensive of African-Caribbeans, dismissive
of human rights yet passionate in the defence of her own, Annette is full of
contradictions (p i5).Very importantly, her “madness”, with its inarticulate cries, yells,
stutterings and incoherencies, in answer to Mr. Mason’s master discourse, speaks to
Helen Carr’s characterization of Rhysian feminised speech:
Her construction of the language of her novels as speech- 
uncertain, fragmented speech-pits the response of the 
individual, the marginal, the dispossessed, the colonized, 
against the public, the hegemonic, the discourse of power, 
the language of empire (p 88).398
This is partially true, in that Annette’s linguistic defeat by Richard Mason, is followed 
by her sexual exploitation at the hands of her former slaves and she too suffers the 
incarceration meted out to them formerly. Yet, even if somewhat briefly, Annette’s 
incantations held sway over Mr. Mason but her “camivalesque” masquerade and 
willingness to barter her own flesh as well as the flesh of her former slaves, leads to 
her demise. Like Sethe, Annette has internalised the violence present in her society, 
but unlike Sethe, she is not the originator of much of that violence.
j97 Cabrera, El Monte, 458. The juice from this flower is believed to conserve a youthful appearance.
This is a useful ploy for a woman to adopt who wants to trick a wealthy younger man into marrying 
her. La Jablesse routinely manifests as a beautiful young woman, only to reveal a monstrous and older 
face when the male is safely within her trap. 
j9S Can-, Jean Rhys, 88.
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The two mothers are alienated from their children because of the 
violent histories of their regions, but Sethe redeems herself by re-living her past but 
Annette refuses to face the guilt inherent in hers, and perishes.Yet Rhys portrays 
Annette sympathetically and her character affords an exploration of Creole 
ambivalence and her characterization provides a point of contrast with her daughter’s 
resistance to “Rochester”. It is most important to note that Antoinette’s decision to 
metamorphose into a fraudulent SoucouyantlLa Jablesse is provoked by Tia. Tia acts 
as a catalyst for the Creole re-invention of self through the channel of metamorphosis.
For instance, Tia’s theft of Antoinette’s dress so that Antoinette is 
forced to wear the clothes of the impoverished African-Caribbean child, leads directly 
to Antoinette’s determination to regain her lost wealth through the use of female 
metaphysical powers. Tia functions in the novel to accentuate the theme of the 
reconciliation of opposites, a key postcolonial theme. She acts as a spiritual midwife 
to many of the themes that will be developed at Granbois and in Antoinette’s 
adversarial relationship with “Rochester”. Like Amy Denver of Beloved, Tia exposes 
the contradictions of modern subjectivity, and the economic and sexual oppressions 
women are subject to. However, Tia’s case is complicated by racial oppressions and 
her unlikely relationship with Antoinette, falters because of this.
However, Tia tests Antoinette’s mettle, forcing her to experience the 
subjugation of the subaltern and she challenges Antoinette to change her imperialist 
views of the African-Caribbean. The oppressed Antoinette goes on to perform the 
very same function, in relation to “Rochester”, whose views and self-perception, she 
will alter forever. She does this by influencing first his visual then psychological 
perceptions of die colonial condition regarding gender, race and class. In this way, 
and through the use of metamorphosis and the validating of African-Caribbean oral
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literature about La Jablesse, Antoinette attempts to reconcile opposites or contending 
ideologies.
Tia does the same by bonding, if  somewhat fleetingly, with Antoinette 
and she reappears at the end of the novel to again encourage Antoinette to merge with 
the metaphysical community of “flying” African-Caribbean women by leaping, like 
the Soucouyant, to her death. In this sense, she permits the Creole access to the land 
from which she is so graphically estranged via the destruction of the old plantation 
house of Coulibri. Tia also centrally represents the internalisation of colonial violence 
by the “Other”. It is strongly intimated that she sets fire to Coulibri and this act both 
liberates and oppresses her, as the mirroring scene between herself and Antoinette 
aptly demonstrates. Triumph and tears stain her face as she attacks her erstwhile 
friend during the riot. Most importantly, Tia judges others and acts as a catalyst for 
female metamorphoses into variants of the female metaphysical figure who disturbs 
imperial texts. Tia is a catalyst who will force Antoinette’s metamorphosis into a 
SoucouyantlLa. Jablesse who will instruct, challenge and re-educate the colonial 
male..
Commentators on WSS have viewed Tia as Antoinette’s double and as 
a totally unbelievable friend due to the gulf existing between white Creoles and 
African-Caribbeans.399 Yet on a much deeper psychosomatic level, several of Tia’s 
symbolic associations invite other more ambitious readings. Tia’s action in throwing a 
stone at Antoinette at a climatic moment in the action may appear like an ordinary 
reaction and rejection but, in the context of the metaphysical associations within 
which I view Rhys’s project, Tia’s stone throw may be symbolic.
J"  Brathwaite, Contradictory Omens, 36.
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Most significantly, Tia is introduced into the text by the Obeah 
woman, Christophine, whose anti-slavery and colonial discourses, dominate the text. 
Christophine’s name stems from a Caribbean vegetable which “belongs” to Qsun and 
Yemgja  and which is used in all dishes offered to these deities, in the diaspora and 
this is significant within the context of her allegorical significance as the ancestral 
African-Caribbean figure.400 She tries to counter the solipsistic use of Obeah in the 
text but fails with Annette and Antoinette. Tia’s name is a diminutive of Antoinette, 
but it is also derived from the Spanish for “aunt”, indicating the child’s actual 
symbolic status as an elder. Most importantly, in Cuba, zarza, meaning thorns, are 
called ew e  tiy a  in the Yoruba ethnobotanical complex of ew e  which entrap. Tia’s 
discourse is not what it seems, it is a trap and highly allegorical and complex. For 
example, her name forms part o f the ritual salutation to ”E1 Monte”, or the wooded 
mountains where the ew e  are to be found in the diaspora:
“Tie tie lo masimene,-buenos dias. Ndiambo luwena, tie 
tie. Ndiambo que yo mbobo mpaka memi tu cuenda mensu 
cunansila yari-yari con Sambianpungo mi mboba cuna 
lemboj Nsasi lumuna! Nguei tu cuenda. Cuenda macondo, 
nboba nsimbo Nsasi Lukasa! Pa cuenda mpolo, matari 
Nsasi.... [Good day, woman from whom I [must] ask 
permission. See what I give you so that you will permit me 
to harvest what I need for a talsiman and a powder to take 
away a rock of [the deity] Nsusi]401
Jean Rhys referred directly to this Cuban usage in her story, “The Price of Peace”.402
Furthermore, Tia is given many of the traits o f the deity of thunder, 
YTakuta, “The Stone Thrower”, also known as $ango.m  She is said to have
400 Richard Allsopp, Dictionary O f Caribbean English Usage (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1996), 682. See 
also Cabrera, EL Monte, 416.
401 Cabrera, El Monte, 15-16.
402 Jean Rhys, Jean Rhys, additional manuscript 57859, vol iv, 9, British Library, London, 9.
403 Courlander, Tales o f Yoruba Gods and Heroes, 11.
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miraculous abilities:
Then Tia would light a fire (fires always lit for her, sharp stones did 
not hurt her bare feet, I never saw her cry)... .Christophine had given 
me some new pennies which I kept in the pocket of my dress. They 
dropped out one morning so I put them on a stone. They shone like 
gold in the sun and Tia stared. She had small eyes, very black, set deep 
in her head (p. 9).404
She is also characterized as being very impetuous and as having an 
extremely bad temper. Again traits associated with J 'aku ta /$ango\
Shango splits the wall with his falling thunderbolt.... 
Earthworm, despite no eyes, plunges deep into the earth 
He dances savagely in the courtyard of the impertinent 
He sets the liar’s roof on fire....
Leopard, of the copper-flashing eyes 
Fire, friend of hearth.405
These references parallel the description of Tia’s deep set eyes, imperviousness to 
cuts and ability to light fires with ease. The coppers that she coverts, again points to 
her signification as cTakuta.406 Philosophically, because J ’a ku ta  is renowned as a 
healer and a great magician, who smites his/her enemies with thunder stones,407 Tia 
represents a curative yet punitive ethic simultaneously. This marks her narrative 
function, in that she is capable of reconciling contending ideologies and of exposing 
their contradictions. This is why she hurls a stone at Antoinette during the riot and 
why Rhys employs the diasporic female version of J'akdta.
404 Thompson, Flash O f The Spirit, 86. fango, also known as J'akuta (meaning "Stone-thrower"), has 
deep set eyes like Tia’s and is also impervious to fire.
405 Thompson, Flash O f The Spirit, 85-6.
406 Hyatt, Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork, vol 2, 464. In Hoodoo parlance, three pennies 
constitute a protective charm. Thompson, Flash O f The Spirit, 86. $an go/J 'aku ta  has “copper- 
flashing eyes”.
407 Courlander, Tales o f  Yoruba Gods and Heroes, 11. Also see Norman Weinstein, ‘Thunder Striking 
Words: Shango as a Metaphor in the Poetry of Kamau Brathwaite’, in Brown, Kiss & 
Quarrel: Yorubd/English Strategies o f mediation, 216 and 222.
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Representing J'aku ta  as a child and a subaltern, raises questions 
surrounding J 'a ku ta 1 s usual representation as male and an adult. If the Yoruba- 
derived religions validated the male viewpoint and power, the relocation of identity of 
the figure in Tia, validates the female view of authority and emphasises the 
metaphysical locus of her power. If the colonial mind concentrated on the childhood 
of the coloniser, Tia emphasises the turmoil at the heart of the childhood of the 
colonised. A subaltern, oppressed by both race and gender, Tia swops places with the 
privileged Creole. The contradictions of two children being separated from each other 
due to the complexities of the historical experiences of the region, are fully exposed in 
the riot scene at Coulibri. Like Amy’s unlikely liaison with Sethe, a trajectory of 
oppressions are centrally represented in this exchange of identity.
For example, because the two girls simultaneously experience each 
other’s lives as a consequence o f this action, just as they had earlier experienced 
wearing each other’s clothes, the symbolic swopping of identities represents “unusual 
juxtapositions”.408 These last reveal the economic, sexual and racial oppressions of 
each girl, all the more clearly because o f the narrative ploy:
As I ran, I thought, I will live with Tia and I will be like 
her. Not to leave Coulibri. Not to go. Not. When I was 
close I saw the jagged stone in her hand but I did not see 
her throw it. I did not feel it either, only something wet, 
running down my face. I looked at her and I saw her face 
crumple up as she began to cry. We stared at each other, 
blood on my face, tears on hers. It was as if  I saw myself. 
Like in a looking-glass...
408 Carpeiitier, lOn The Marvellous Real in America’, in Zamora and Faris, Magical Realism:Theory, 
History, Community, 75. Also see Weinstein, ‘Thunder Striking Words: Shango as a Metaphor in the 
Poetry of Kamau Brathwaite', in Brown, Kiss & Quarrel, 221. Weinstein states that “Shango” is the 
deity o f opposites because he can champion either the truth or the lie.
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This reversal of status which is analogous to the mirror” s reversal of imagery, speaks 
to Antoinette’s situation as despised and Tia’s as vaunted by the rioting black 
masses.409 The mirror imagery also points to Antoinette’s rejection of racial difference 
and her seeking of commonalities with the “Other”, a postcolonial theme. The act of 
identification with the “Other”, Tia, constitutes a central act of metamorphosis, 
provoked by Tia’s interventions in the text. It marks the beginning of Antoinette’s 
myriad manifestations as the elided Creole/metaphysical figure.
Antoinette’s characterization is a highly complex and ambitious one. 
She represents the militant discourses of the liminal being who, when sold to the 
colonial bidder, forces him to alter first his visual perceptions of the physical 
environment, then his psychological apprehensions of the “Other” and received 
historiography. Antoinette employs African-Caribbean hallucinatory plants from the 
woods of Granbois to affect this, then she overtly challenges his discourses o f Empire, 
along with the Obeah woman, Christophine, who even goes as far as to attempt mind- 
control of “Rochester”.410 Antoinette, like Beloved in Toni Morrison’s text of the 
same name, also represents the convergence of many historical figures in one 
character. In this way she exposes the contradictions of these discourses and their 
debilitating effects if  not negotiated successfully and interrogated.
For example, Antoinette variously manifests as the Creole mistress, the 
metaphysical African-Caribbean SoucouyantlLa Jablesse, the dangerous zombie, 
easily manipulatable marionette, innocent colluder with the imperial ideal and 
nationalist anti-colonial spokesperson. Antoinette also voices discourses regarding
409 See Deren, Divine Horsemen> 34. Mirror imagery in Haitian Vodun represents a world o f the dead. 
The reflections o f the dead are housed in the mirrored surface. The “loa” or spirits can be summoned 
therefore, with the use of a mirror or mirrored surface (water).
410 Christophine is a priestess o f Qsun and can manipulate men's minds with the help of plants 
belonging to her.
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female independence, and the over-turning of patriarchal discourses in relation to
Caribbean female subjectivity. These themes are in keeping with the socio-political
issues stemming from 1945 to the mid-sixties, as well as the post-Emancipation era.
This fluid representation and engagement with such themes, forms a crucial part of
the Rhysian project to re-write and re-invent the self, place and history of the Creole.
Antoinette’s seemingly contradictory, but in fact organised identity,
denies dogma and foregrounds transitions and alterity. The latter are necessary to the
development of a stable postcolomal plural society in which the individual has to
negotiate many other cultures and interrogate and evaluate the legacy of the colonial
ethos. Because of her liminality, Antoinette has no fixed identity, she is at liberty to
challenge hegemonic discourses and question the role of Europe historically in the
Caribbean. Rhys uses the characteristic serial representations with which Qsun is
associated in order to accommodate alterity and the shifting, uncertain, evolving
identity of the female Creole:411
Undoing, dissolution, decomposition are accompanied by 
processes of growth, transformation, and the reformulation 
of old elements in new patterns...This coincidence of 
opposite processes and notions in a single representation 
characterizes the peculiar unity of the liminal: that which is 
neither this nor that, and yet is both.412
Like Beloved and Janie Crawford of Beloved and TEWWG, Antoinette inhabits a 
“realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations of ideas and relations may 
arise”.413
She is therefore a catalyst who undoes the emotional stasis of the 
coloniser, “Rochester”, and disturbs negative Western male modes of thought
411 Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodim a Bahia, 409.
412 Turner, The Forest O f Symbols, 99.
413 Ibid., 97.
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regarding the Creole, women and their “hysteria” and “madness”. Antoinette’s double
consciousness exposes Western psychoanalytical readings of the female body and
mind and challenges the power relations between metropole and colony, because her
characterization denies the Manichean allegory. She contests the “reality” of the
metropole and ultimately bums the stately home in England to the ground, an act of
sabotage reminiscent of the ex-slaves’ razing of Coulibri. It is significant that
Antoinette’s series of transitions or metamorphoses then begins with Tia’s throwing
the stone and is followed by weeks of psychic illness. This period denotes the
intensification of the “liminal” phase of the conflicted Antoinette’s life. Once, isolated
at Coulibri, she is now exiled and cut off from her mother. Stripped of all maternal
contact and psychically in an “interstructural situation”, Antoinette is placed in the
ultimate lieu of seclusion, the Catholic Convent.414
Metaphorically, the Convent represents the narrative forerunner to the
“war” between contesting ideologies which Antoinette and “Rochester” will wage at
Granbois. Although Antoinette terms the Convent a “refuge”, it represents dogma
which is anathema to the liminal being because it generates absolutes and justifies
enslavement o f races and the female gender (p.31). Antoinette constantly challenges
the official discourses of Catholicism (pp. 30, 32) and questions the polarities
advocated by Western religions and colonialism, good/evil, white/black, Self/Other,
male/female, which deny her Creole subjectivity:
Everything was brightness, or dark. The walls, the blazing 
colours of the flowers in the garden, the nuns’ habits were 
bright, but their veils, the Crucifix hanging from their 
waists, the shadow of the trees, were black. That was how it 
was, light and dark, sun and shadow, Heaven and H ell.. ..(p.
32).
414 Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 30. Women who serve a deity are initiated in a “Convent” where they
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Furthermore, Rhys emphasises Antoinette’s subversion of the Convent 
by introducing one of the most powerful diasporic female deities, Sister Marie 
Augustine (in much the same way that Toni Morrison placed the metaphysical figure 
of Consolata at the heart of the Christian Convent in Paradise).415 Within the context 
of the metaphysical associations from which I view Rhys’s characterizations, Sister 
Augustine may be symbolic of Qbatala416 “Ala” means “white cloth” and denotes 
honesty and peace. This character is introduced into the text to mark Antoinette’s 
transition into the La Jablesse and to illustrate the reconciliation of opposites affected 
by Vodun. This meeting of Catholicism with Yoruba cosmology, is typical of Vodun, 
but the synthesised nun functions to console the female whose flesh has just been sold 
to the highest bidder.417 The Y oruba consider Qbatala a judge and this is significant 
within the postcolonial socio-political context of the sale of female flesh. 
Significantly, in the diaspora Qbatala is often represented as female and is equated 
with Our Lady of Mercy.418
Antoinette is consoled by this nun after she has the second dream in 
which her subjectivity is denied by the European interloper (pp. 34-5). Sister Marie 
offers Antoinette cocoa, which belongs to Qbatala and which is used to begin all 
Vodun rites 419 Cocoa is also used extensively by the Y oruba and African-diasporic 
religious leaders in the diaspora, for divination purposes, and it features in multiple 
legends.420 She gives the signal therefore for the next stage of the initiation of
perform duties and dance for the “vodii” or deities.
415 The “Convent” is here used in the sense of a Vodun place o f initiation juxtaposed with the 
traditional Catholic Convent.
416 Thompson, Face o f the Gods, 261.
417 Ibid., 262.
418 Courlander, Tales o f Yoruba Gods and Heroes, 214. Also see Marks, ‘Exploring El Monte’, in 
Castellanos et al, En Torno a Lydia Cabrera, 231.
419 Cabrera, El Monte, 379.
420 Coralita or corailee is a herb dedicated to Qstrn, Qya, Qbatala and Ayap. See Cabrera, El Monte, 
410. Aunt Cora smells o f vanilla, which is derived from the orchid and which is used to nourish the
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Antoinette to begin at Granbois. Because of Sister Marie’s dual representation, the 
reader is led to question the identities of other religious figures named in this passage, 
Saint Rose, Saint Barbara and Saint Agnes. In Vodun iconography, Saint Rose 
represents Qsun, Saint Barbara represents QyafYansan and Saint Agnes represents 
Y?m<?ja.m  Tellingly, all these saints are female martyrs, and the parallel with 
Antoinette’s fate, is progressively exposed in the lieu of the La Jablesse, Granbois, 
meaning “High Woods”.
La Jablesse has independent discourses, but she is an integral part of 
the spiritual landscape of the Caribbean and its diaspora. This is why Granbois is so 
dense narratively within the context of the re-education of the colonial male. The 
house is set in the terrain of La Jablesse, the forest, and is characterized in terms of 
“disproportion”, “monsterousness” and “mystery” (pp. 42, 47,49).422 It is deemed to 
be alive, like 124 Bluestone Road of Beloved'L and to be straining away from the 
invading and threatening feminised forest (p. 43). Elevated, marginalised, secluded 
and assigned a split identity, Granbois is the revised lieu of La Jablesse'’s illusory 
“house” of the oral literature which appears like a receding light in the distance.
Here, in the African ajoupa, bedroom, veranda, and grounds, 
Antoinette metamorphoses into a series of mercurial characters. She exhibits traits
charms of Qsun. This may indicate that Aunt Cora is a priestess of Qsun and this is why she is feared 
by the crowd after the fire and called an “old white jumby”, meaning spirit. She may have helped her 
sister fool Mr Mason into marrying Annette, Aunt Cora's multi-coloured cloth may therefore represent 
a banner o f nine different cloths o f various colours traditionally dedicated to Qya. It keeps death away 
and $angd/J 'aku ta  wore it once when ill.
421 See Williams, Primitive Religion and Healing, 13-14. George Eaton Simpson, Religious Cults o f  the 
Caribbean: Trinidad, Jamaica and Haiti, Caribbean monograph ser.15 (Puerto Rico:Institute of 
Caribbean Studies U o f Puerto Rico, 1980), 17-20. Simpson equates St Agnes with the Haitian deity 
Aireeashan. Ogun  is equated with St Michael, Qsun with St Philomena or St Anne, Qya  with St 
Catherine or St Philomena and $ango  with St John. Also see Daniel H. Rops, The Church o f Apostles 
and Martyrs (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1960), 410-11. St Agnes was a gentle martyr, who, 
because she refused to marry a pagan, was shut up in a brothel. Her long hair made her invisible and 
she was protected from prostitution by angels. However, she was discovered and eventually beheaded.
422 Erzili is the equivalent o f Qsun in Haiti, never shows anyone her temple in the woods. See 
Laguerre, Voodoo Heritage, 72.
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normally associated with Q$un, La Jablesse, the Soucouyant and the troubled Creole. 
Her identity is never fixed, as is characteristic of the interstructural “liminal” phase of 
African-diasporic initiations. These “transitions between states” afford Rhys the 
opportunity to disturb the imperial text, through the characters of Antoinette and 
“Rochester” and “write back” to Charlotte Bronte’s stereotypical portrayal of the 
female Creole as pathological and Sigmund Freud’s portrayal of the female as 
“hysterical”.423 It is significant that Bronte excludes the voice o f the subaltern, such as 
Christophine and Tia and that Rhys chooses to voice their discourses.
Antoinette’s counter-discourses coincide with the intensification of the 
narratives of the Obeah woman of the text, Christophine.424 Her cultural surety acts as 
a foil to both Antoinette’s ambivalence and “Rochester’s” faltering sense of identity. 
However, even Christophine cannot transcend the trajectory of oppressions 
represented in the text and she fails both to stop Annette and Antoinette’s abuse of 
Obeah and “Rochester’s” legal sovereignty over Antoinette. However, because 
“liminal” realms do not recognise hierarchies, “Rochester” is stripped progressively 
of all his certainties of race, gender and class by Christophine’s and Antoinette’s 
clandestine manipulation of ew e  which alter “Rochester’s” perception of reality. In 
this postcolonial text, the colonial male has his visual perceptions altered by the ewe, 
leaves and other substances from the spiritual landscape. He is questioned by the 
female metaphysical figure, his body is then literally purged along with his mind and 
once this tabula rasa state is achieved, all his certainties of Empire are altered forever.
This systematic approach is hidden in the romance literary format of 
Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre and Rhys addresses hiatus in Bronte’s text. This is why
423 Jean Rhys, Letters 1931-1966, 262.
424 See Allsopp, Dictionary O f Caribbean English Usage, 682, for Christophine the vegetable. See 
Cabrera, El Monte, 416. Christophine (chayote in Spanish) is used in all offerings to Qsun.
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“Rochester” is treated like a postulant and near the end he is reduced to such an
infantile state that he has to be fed like a baby by Amelie who feels “sorry” for him
(p. 89). The levelling of the playing -field allows:
[T]he parallel between destructive male/female relationships and 
between imperial nation and colonial under-dog.425
in WSS, to become clear. This is because as “Rochester” reflects on society as he 
progressively loses his status, the narrative is able to explore the intricacies and 
assumptions of Empire and ‘"write back” to it. Both psychic states and thoughts are 
externalised at Granbois, as in 124 Bluestone Road, but they addrress different socio­
political perspectives and reflect different historical experiences.
So WSS functions in this way as analyst o f colonial society in the 
Caribbean, and centrally reshapes psychic space concerning the metropole and the 
colony. Rhys does this by exploiting the landscape’s close comiection to female 
deities who can alter reality. Antoinette uses the ew e  of the landscape to alter 
“Rochester’s perceptions, then challenges his hegemonic discourses overtly once he 
is weakened. Then submerged female histories, tales of miscegenation and the 
brutality of colonial violence can be aired. The cast of characters at Granbois, the so- 
called “Master”, mistress and Affican-diasporic servants, represent a microcosm of 
colonial society, but submerged female histories of the “Other” are pitted against 
imperial male concepts of power and Empire. Therefore, the usual status quo in 
colonial societies is reversed, if  somewhat temporarily, when the subaltern speaks, 
and “Rochester” is changed forever.
Like Beloved, Antoinette’s interventions herald somatic and 
psychological change through the revised use of metamorphosis, possession-trance,
425 Tiffin, ‘Mirror and Mask’, in World Literature Written in English, 329.
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altered states and the dream. For instance, Antoinette’s identities are gradually
externalised during the honeymoon at Granbois, and on the unnamed island in the
Caribbean which strongly resembles Dominica. Her “masquerade” intensifies once
she is unwillingly made to marry “Rochester”. Using the defensive weapons of the
ew e  and the “masquerade” of the loving, sex-obsessed wife, Antoinette fools the
wary and distrustful “Rochester” into dropping his guard. She employs slave tactics in
this regard: deception, ruse, rhetoric and poisoning. Rhys has Antoinette use these
ploys in order to emphasise the equivalence between female subjugation and the
subjugation and enslavement of Africans. This is underlined as Antoinette’s
ambivalent “interstructural” states accelerate once she and “Rochester” reach the
environs of Granbois, and these states are extended to Granbois itself.
“Rochester” perceives its environs as savage and Antoinette as alien,
until she offers him one of the many ethnobotanical substances which will alter his
perceptions of her and the house:
Everything is too much, I felt as I rode wearily after her.
Too much blue, too much purple, too much green....A 
bamboo spout jutted from the cliff, the water coming from 
it was silver blue. She dismounted quickly, picked a large 
shamrock-shaped leaf to make a cup, and drank. Then she 
picked another leaf, folded it and brought it to me. It was 
cold, pure and sweet, a beautiful colour against the thick 
green leaf (pp.42-3, my editing).426
Henceforth, “Rochester” sees the Antoinette whose eyes he formerly critiqued as 
“Long, sad, dark alien eyes.”, as “any pretty English girl”(pp. 40,43). The village of 
Massacre, hints at the ambiguities inherent in the Creole condition, which often led to 
violence. It is the former scene of fratricide based upon racial prejudice and hints at
426 Leaves or e w e  can be poisonous and perception altering in the Caribbean. See Lennox, and 
Seddon, Flowers o f  the Caribbean, 2, Also see Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands, 80. This flower is 
called the Golden Trumpet in the Caribbean.
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the genocide of the Caribs. Massacre stands in judgement over “Rochester” and his 
attempt to barter with the flesh of women. Massacre also embodies the essence of the 
discourses surrounding miscegenation which Daniel Boyd/Cosway voices to 
“Rochester”.
Within the metaphysical context from which I view Daniel’s 
characterization by Jean Rhys, he may represent the trickster deity of the Yoruba, 
E$u/fyl$gbara, who is known in the African diaspora as Legba.427 This is because 
Daniel’s central function is to provoke “Rochester” into seeing more than one side of 
an issue by deliberately obfuscating the truth. He tests “Rochester” verbally regarding 
race and the truth of the former planters’ morality. He also tests “Rochester’s” ability 
to interpret his multiple representations of historical events and personal histories 
surrounding the Creole. Like Henry Louis Gates’ “Signifyin”’ monkey, Daniel 
epitomises the “indeterminacy of meaning”.428
E$i?s legendary greed and duplicitous nature are echoed in Rhys’s 
Creole literary counterpart. Rhys cleverly characterizes Daniel as being of mixed race 
in order to transpose E?if s legendary testing of objectivity, in somatic terms. E?if s 
cap, which is neither black nor white, but both, point to the Creole subject’s dilemma 
regarding historical legacies and allegiances 429 His personal history and the histories 
he documents in his home which is dominated by E$if s colours of black and red, are 
deliberately indeterminate and inconclusive. Daniel/jfecz, the consummate liar, 
accuses everyone of lying but himself. His legendary greed (he demands payment of 
five hundred pounds) is emphasised along with his legendary insistence on being 
honoured first among the deities. Rhys points to Daniel’s deitic origins repeatedly,
427 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 5.
428 Ibid, 22.
429 Ibid , 32-5.
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with references to the diasporic libation of rum and water and in making E?u a mixed 
race Creole, who believes himself to be dispossessed and slighted. In this way, a 
potent yet contradictory series of political statements are being made.
D aniel/iW in  fact “signifies”, in other words speaks openly and boldly 
of issues and personal histories which were deliberately suppressed during slavery 
and colonialism. He insists on speaking of miscegenation and the role of the great 
houses of Europe in slavery. He neither lies nor tells the whole truth and it becomes 
clear that Daniel’s purpose is more sophisticated than mere trickery. According to 
Gates, E$u tests our ability to understand all sides of an issue and forces us to think 
bilaterally.430 In fact, through the process of his linguistic and somatic “doubling” or 
dual discourse, Daniel is telling “Rochester” the nature of Antoinette and the 
psychological condition of Creoleness. “Rochester”, who has been raised on the 
Manichean allegory, fails to apprehend the dual nature of Daniel’s discourse and even 
when faced with a somatic representation of this discourse outside the house 
(Daniel/ifcf/s twin-coloured and dual-eyed goat, which is traditionally sacrificed to 
E?u), continues to fail to grasp alterity.
Daniel’s mercurial nature is reflected in Antoinette’s, the La Jablesse 
of the novel. Qstin’s classic sixteen different, yet related representations, are 
exploited by Rhys as part of her project to unsettle fixed identities and stereotypical 
representations of the Creole.431 Antoinette’s serial characterizations straddle different 
races, class positions and time-frames, therefore through her character, Rhys is able to 
investigate diverse historical and contemporary postcolonial identities, although the 
book is set in the nineteenth century. The military metaphors which begin the second
430 Ibid., 22.
4jl Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodim a Bahia, 409.
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part of WSS in fact apply to Antoinette. She will marshal her forces against 
“Rochester” through the use of metamorphosis and the interstructural state and voice 
discourses at odds with his imperial views on England, African-Caribbeans, the 
incarceration o f “mad” rebellious women, and the Creole identity.
For instance, Antoinette is variously manifested as the compliant wife, 
the ambivalent self, the deity versed in High Science, the petulant Creole demanding 
love potions with no apparent knowledge of Obeah, the furious Soucouyant and La 
Jablesse and the passive and malleable zombie (pp.44,54,94,71,99).Unlike Beloved, 
Antoinette’s mercurial representations comprise historical characters of both races 
and this inclusive ethic reflects the myriad negotiations the Creole has to make with 
identity.
Rochester” notes that “she was undecided, uncertain about facts —  any 
fact”( p. 54) yet he later states, “Nothing that I told her influenced her at all,”(p.58), 
complaining “her ideas were fixed. About England and about Europe. I could not 
change them and probably nothing would” ( p. 58). Although Antoinette gives every 
outward appearance of being a loving wife, “holding my hand she went up to the 
sideboard where two glasses of rum were waiting for us. She handed me one and said, 
“To happiness” ( p. 44), she is versed in Obeah and the manipulation of ew e  and 
intent on weakening and re-educating the imperial and calculating “Rochester”. The 
emphasis on the manipulation of Obeah by both Antoinette and “Rochester” in the 
poem and the evocation of ew e  (Rochester speaks of being drugged and of using ew e  
himself to gain the upper hand and he refers to the royal palm) speaks to the 
prevalence of ew e  in the novel as a trope for the battle between the subaltern, 
Antoinette and the coloniser.
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For example, Oshun’s ew e  are used allegorically as instruments of 
control of the colonial mind. They denote alterity and will later be used by 
“Rochester” to counteract Christophine’s and Daniel’s attempted mind-control 
(pp. 107-110). What “Rochester” perceives as the “sweetness of the air” of Granbois, 
full of the fragrance of “cinnamon, roses and orange blossom” bodes ill for the male 
imperial subject (p. 44). Cinnamon is Oshun Yeye Karri’s principal herb and is used
A '2 ')
to attract and manipulate lovers. It grows in woodlands and is known as the “Venus 
herb”. Roses also belong to Qsun  and are used in ori$h baths to attract, but they also 
point expressly to the war between the sexes in that the baths are also used to attract 
money to the male and to attract the male to the woman (pp.53,65 ).433
Oranges again belong to Qsun,, the “Mulatta” deity, who demands it 
when she comes to earth to “dance” with, or “possess” her victims ( pp. 45,64).434 
Furthermore, the wreaths of the flower frangipani on the honeymoon bed, contain “ a 
white milky sap which is very poisonous”, which explains the death of Annette’s 
horse under such a tree ( pp. 44,120,5-6).435 Frangipani is traditionally associated with 
love and Qsun  in the diaspora. In like vein, oleanders, which “Rochester” freely 
wanders among, are so poisonous that even food cooked over their wood can kill 
(p. 106) 436 The tree under which the servants assemble, and the little boy cries at the 
couple’s departure at the end of the second part of WSS, is the clove (pp. 44,110)437 It 
is very harmful to the sight and is used for harmful operations in Obeah ceremonies. 
Coffee and rum disguise the taste of the most powerful ew e  used against “Rochester”
432 Cabrera, El Monte, 364.
433 Ibid., 538.
434 Ibid., 493.
4j5 Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands, 68-9. Also see Lennox, and Seddon, Flowers o f the Caribbean, 
52.
436 Barlow, Ibid., 83.
4j7 Cabrera, El Monte, 379.
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to produce hallucinations and disorient. Rum is used extensively in the diaspora to 
honour the ancestors, it is poured ritually at gravesides as a libation, in conjunction 
with water. The coffee or “Bull’s Blood” served by Christophine the Obeah woman, 
to “Rochester”, when crushed with other ingredients, can rob a man of his virility and 
is used for vengeance.438 Furthermore, coffee, when mixed with guava, preserves the 
dead body. Guava itself, which grows in Granbois, is used to call on the services of 
£ ? u /W g b a r a 439
Perhaps the most powerful ew e  used by Antoinette against 
“Rochester” is Datura Candida. Rhys stated that the “are night blooming ceruses- 
called pop-flowers, they smell so sweet that maiden ladies faint, they grow by running 
water and are white with yellow pistel and every night they “rear up” at the moon”.440 
It is known as “Angel’s Trumpet” in the Caribbean and “Rochester” calls it “the 
moonflower” and becomes increasingly addicted to it and its hallucinatory properties 
(Angel’s Trumpet emits a liquid which is hallucinatory).
In WSS, e w e  are therefore metaphors signalling the alteration of 
reality. They narratively underscore Antoinette’s liminality and denial of absolutes as 
represented by “Rochester”. The leaves help Antoinette gain the upper hand against 
the aggressor, making him purge his body literally, like Avatara of Praisesong For 
The Widow, so that his mind becomes a tabula rasa, capable of receiving the 
metaphysical. “Rochester” will go to the forest twice, and on the second occasion be 
joined psychologically with the Yoruba deity of hunters, Q$<p<?siu l This is
4jS Ibid., 348. Coffee is the great procurer of the esoteric female figure. When mixed with guava, it 
preserves the dead body.
4;>9 Ibid., 439. It is possible to call E su/frlfgbara  with it, to whom it belongs, and it is also mixed with 
leaves dedicated to Qya  and Qsun.
440 Jean Rhys, additional manuscript 57859, vol III, 155, British Library, London, 155. Also see 
Hedwig Schleiffer, Sacred Narcotic Plants o f the New World Indians: An Anthology o f Texts from the 
Sixteenth Century To Date (New York. Hafner P, 1973), 121.
441 Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Orisa et Vodun a Bahia, 209-14.
229
significant within the context of “Rochester’s” former rejection of both the spiritual 
landscape and the “Other”. The fact that he is forced into protecting himself from 
Antoinette and Christophine by reading a book on Obeah, then calling on the powers 
of Q$i?(?si to circumvent La Jablesse's bramble-trap, demonstrates the extent to which 
"Rochester" has changed psychologically by the end of the text. He is forced to 
incarcerate Antoinette at the end because he cannot control her discourses (which are 
predicated on ewe), and their effect on him.
An example of this is Antoinette’s ability to be asleep in a locked room 
at the same time as she interrupts “Rochester’s” narrative and manifests as a totally 
different character at Christophine’s elevated house among the precipices, the abode 
of La Jablesse. Here she appears to know nothing of Obeah and hesitantly asks for a 
rudimentary love potion (p. 71). This is at total variance with her earlier 
characterization, and Rhys is pointing to the Creole’s difficult mediation of 
“contending ideologies” by adopting such narrative strategies which obey the 
malleable rules of liminality. Qsun, the Yoriiba deity who underpins the discourse of 
La Jablesse, traditionally manifests in sixteen guises at least. Here, Rhys is using this 
characteristic politically because by constantly presenting Antoinette in a series of 
different facets of a basically militant metaphysical personality, the Manichean 
allegory can be more fully (and more subtly) attacked. Many of Q sun’s 
representations during possession-trance are mild-mannered and appear to be 
harmless. Others are openly aggressive and militaristic. The reader is shown at least 
ten of Q sun’s manifestations through Antoinette, but they are revised to suit the 
Creole’s central ambivalence. Because “Rochester” is being constantly exposed to 
these multiple personalities, he can no longer be sure of “reality”.
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This ambivalence is architecturally emphasised as well. For example,
La Jablesse's traditional ever-receding “house” ( which is a trap in reality, composed
of a thick bunch of brambles called “piquant’ in the Caribbean), is refigured into the
Affican-diasporic threshold structures of the “ajoupa”, and veranda ( pp. 54, 64).
These liminal structures (the veranda is associated with the moon which influences
the ew e  and the ajoupa is associated with indigenous structures where initiation takes
place), are used extensively by Rhys as the venue of the increasingly antagonistic
relationship between the couple. It is in such places at night, that Antoinette validates
African-Caribbean oral literature and challenges “Rochester’s” imperial discourses, as
poisoned (perception altering), food and drink are served to him:
‘Slavery was not a matter of liking or disliking,’ I said, 
trying to speak calmly. ‘It was a question of justice.’
‘Justice,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard that word. It’s a cold word.
I tried it out,’ she said, still speaking in a low voice. ‘I 
wrote it down. I wrote it down several times and always it 
looked like a damn cold lie to me. There is no justice’ (p.
94).
The couple also argue about the authenticity of imperial truths:
‘Is it true,’ she said, ‘that England is like a dream?
Because one of my friends who married an Englishman 
wrote and told me so. She said this place London is like a 
cold dark dream sometimes. I want to wake up.’
‘Well,’ I answered annoyed, ‘that is precisely how your 
beautiful island seems to me, quite unreal and like a 
dream’ (p. 49).
“Rochester’s” imperial rationalism and its one-dimensionality, are in direct contrast to 
the ambivalence and duality which Rhys’s narrative fosters. These attacks on imperial 
actions in the colonies and on the European colonial narratives of history by 
Antoinette, illustrate her subversion of disabling discourses.
She contradicts “Rochester” continually, denying his stereotypical 
characterizations of Affican-Caribbeans, and refusing flatly to behave distantly
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towards them. She defends the disapproving Christophine and the giggling Hilda,
insisting on speaking to them periodically in patois, the language of the masses.
Antoinette even goes so far as to indict “Rochester” for his exploitation of African-
Caribbean women, likening him to the former slave masters:
‘I thought you liked the black people so much,’ she said, 
still in that mincing voice, ‘but that’s just a lie like 
everything else. You like the light brown girls better, 
don’t you? You abused the planters and made up stories 
about them, but you do the same thing’(p. 94).
Furthermore, having challenged his central beliefs premised on racial and cultural 
hierarchies, Antoinette uses the weapon of sex as a weapon of power, just as 
“Rochester” used his perceived racial superiority and maleness to “purchase” her in a 
colonial marriage contract.
The sexual is a very important narrative ploy in the text, deliberately
chosen because of its similitude to the use of rape as a systematic means of
subjugation by the planter. In a hallucinatory scene seeped in violence and coercion,
Antoinette employs La Jablesse's  central strategy, sex, to overpower the colonial
male. The tactic is similar to Beloved’s seduction of Paul D, but whereas Beloved’s
aim is to reactivate Paul D ’s sensibilities and self-apprehensions, forcing him to
reconnect with the past, Antoinette’s intentions are more ambivalent. Her seduction is
more akin to an act of rape which illustrates the abuse o f the female body by the
colonising male historically in the Caribbean, It is simultaneously illustrative of
Antoinette’s desire to show the imperial “Rochester”, the power of the metaphysical:
She need not have done what she did to me. I will always 
swear that, she need not have done it. When she handed 
me the glass she was smiling. I remember saying in a
voice that was not like my own that it was too light. I
remember putting out the candles on the table near the 
bed and that is all I remember. All I will remember of the 
night.
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I woke in the dark after dreaming that I was buried alive, 
and when I was awake the feeling of suffocation 
persisted (p. 87).
The feeling of suffocation is a common feature of the Soucouyanfs and Rider’s 
victims.
As a consequence of Antoinette and Christophine’s use of 
hallucinatory and poisonous ew e  on him, “Rochester” is violently sick. This purge of 
the body, parallels a purge o f his pre-conceived ideas regarding the “Other”. The 
Caribbean women have used female power against him and “Rochester” is forced into 
the metaphysical female forest which Granbois seemingly strains away from 
desperately (p. 108). In an earlier foray into this realm, “Rochester” had felt the full 
weight of La Jablesse’s bramble-trap:
[A]fter I had walked for what seemed a long time I found 
that the undergrowth and creepers caught at my legs and 
the trees closed over my head. I decided to go back to the 
clearing and start again, with the same result (p. 66).
Feeling disoriented (pp. 65-66) he had unwittingly interrupted a female initiation 
ceremony (p. 65):
I saw a little girl carrying a large basket on her head. I met 
her eye and to my astonishment she screamed loudly, 
threw up her arms and ran (p. 65).442
But on the second foray into the forest he can appreciate and “read” diasporic cultural 
mores to a limited extent, due to Antoinette’s coercive re-education of the colonial 
male.
442 Williams, Primitive Religion and Healing, 31.
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Having been recognised and found out by “Rochester” due to his 
reading of the book, Antoinette can now manifest as the Soucouyant/La Jablesse. As 
with Baptiste, who may represent O gun  in the metaphysical context within which I 
view Rhys’s project, (he carries a machete, can circumvent brambles with ease, has 
two names and wears the broad hat and colours of O gun  in the New World), all
pretence is now gone and on his return, “Rochester” is astonished at Antoinette’s
transformation:
When I saw her I was too shocked to speak. Her hair hung 
uncombed and dull into her eyes which were inflamed and 
staring, her face was very flushed and looked swollen....I 
managed to hold her wrist with one hand and the rum with 
the other, but when I felt her teeth in my arm I dropped the 
bottle. The smell filled the room. But I was angry now and
she saw it. She smashed another bottle against the wall
and stood with the broken glass in her hand and murder in 
her eyes (pp.93 and 95, my editing).
This is a classic description of the diabolical face of La Jablesse once she has fooled
her male prey and of the Soucouyanf s bite, revised.443 “Rochester” terms these
scenes, a “nightmare moment”(p. 95) and it is clear that Antoinette’s earlier
transformations were not a trick of the light, as he had thought (p. 88). Much as
Beloved transformed from an innocent enough lost woman into the violent and
avenging Rider, Antoinette transforms into the raging La Jablesse in order to illustrate
the sub-texts of colonisation. The violence, psychic pressures and difficult gender
relationships that slavery and colonialism fostered are somatically illustrated by her in
this scene. Antoinette’s manifestation recalls violence lying just beneath the surface of
the subaltern’s smile.
It is perhaps in “Rochester’s” engagement with the ultimate female 
metaphysical figure of the text, Christophine, that his rigid views are directly
44j Hallworth, Month Open, Story Jump Out, 40-1.
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challenged. Although a subaltern, Christophine forthrightly condemns “Rochester’s” 
and by extension, the European’s role in the Caribbean. She defends both her African- 
diasporic faith and her belief in deities as she chastises “Rochester” for his greed, 
malice and envy (pp. 95-96,102). Her “judge’s voice” dares to define, rather than 
accept definitions and her readings of the effects of the socio-political situation in the 
Caribbean on both Annette and Antoinette’s actions, illustrate her grasp of the 
political (pp. 102-103). However, she is still subject to European laws and is forced to 
leave Granbois after “Rochester’s” threats to have her jailed. However, hers is a 
temporary defeat. She leaves the stage but not the plot. Through Antoinette, who will 
psychologically transform into a flying Caribbean metaphysical female figure via the 
channel o f the dream, she will destroy the imperial home with fire, as Tia did. This is 
why Christophine states,“Read and write I don’t know. Other things I know”(p. 104).
Sure of her culture and aware of “beke’s” abuse of it, Christophine 
represents the ancestral presence in the text, with her wisdom and female 
metaphysical power to change “reality”. She is in fact a priestess of Qsun, as her 
coded yellow attire, head-tie and elevated house surrounded by the ew e  of Qsun  and 
$ a n g o /T a ku ta ,4*4 attests to. When a mango fruits too early it is a sign of evil to 
come, and it is also present in Massacre as a presage of the disorientation which is to 
befall “Rochester”. Furthermore, Christophine introduced Tia to Antoinette and Tia 
may be a representation of $ a n g o /T a ku ta . Christophine is a Gadet Zafe (garder les 
affaires, which means “take care of business”), from Martinique and her knowledge of 
“sorts” or spells, is sought by Antoinette and even intuitively gleaned by her as a 
child. Christophine’s is a reality which denotes “unusual juxtapositions” and this
444 Hibiscus belongs to $ a n g o /T a k u ta  and is believed to be harmful to esoteric figures who avoid it. 
See Cabrera, El Monte, 532-3. Mango is liked by all the 6ri$a. When it fruits too much, it is an omen 
of misery and poverty. See Cabrera, El Monte, 484.
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interrupts the male colonial narrative with its adherence to divisions and incarceration 
of the female mind and body.
In order to disrupt this master discourse regarding female identity, 
Rhys introduces a three-part dream sequence which runs like a thematic thread 
throughout the text, intensifying in the latter stages. The dream and its inherent 
“unusual juxtapositions” is analogous to twentieth century post-modern experiences 
of plural identities and rootlessness or “homelessness”. It affords a channel through 
which the Creole can psychologically identify with the African-Caribbean female 
ancestor and find a spiritual “home”. This is because in dreams, racial, sexual, class 
and economic geographical barriers can be removed and identifications which are 
highly problematic in “reality”, made possible. Also, because dreams are one of the 
main ways in which the ancestors and deities communicate with the living in African- 
diasporic cultures, Antoinette’s exploitation of this medium allows her to participate 
in these discourses. The participation of the Creole in this particular ancestral realm 
however, fundamentally alters the dream sequence. Antoinette’s final dream is 
represented as cyclical because she is bound by her dual allegiances and is unable to 
transcend the contradictions of her situation (p. 124).
Caught between two cultures, she may well leap, like the Soucouyant 
into the air, and join the community of African-Caribbean “Flying Africans”, but she 
must return repeatedly to her incarceration which stands as an allegory for the Creole 
socio-political post-modernist condition. Antoinette's repetitive dream of her leap and 
return to the house, mirrors the Soucouyanfs haunting of the home. The important 
difference is that the white Africanised Creole now enters the home of the European 
enslaver and sucks his blood (quite literally in Bronte's tale). The significance of 
Antoinette's possession of "Rochester" and the mark that she leaves, is her subject
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position, which is characterized by ambiguity and serves to reflect the Creole's 
ambiguous relation to Caribbean historiography.
The sequence also represents an allegory of the relation of the 
colonised female to the dominant “master” narrative and her resistance to it through 
the Soucouycmf s leap. The dreams set the tone of the thematic thrusts of the novel, 
with their insistence on validating alternative metaphysical epistemologies and 
revising Western male analyses of the female mind and body. Jean Rhys combines the 
symptoms of Sigmund Freud’s European patient Dora, with those of the troubled 
Caribbean-Creole thus finding commonalities between the oppression of women of 
the metropole and those of the diaspora.445 The dreams in WSS also “write back” to 
Charlotte Bronte’s misrepresentation of the colonial ethos and the white Creole and 
her landscape.
Because dreams privilege the unconscious and sub-conscious, thus 
evading repression, Antoinette’s waking wish, which is to reconcile opposites, (the 
white Creole and the African-Caribbean, the metropole and the colony, male and 
female), while simultaneously validating alterity, can be partially fulfilled in the final 
dream. Furthermore, this combining of contending ideologies and foregrounding of 
commonalities, which is such anathema to the colonial ethos, is also partially 
achieved in Antoinette’s dream sequence. In WSS, the dream sequence is told from 
the point of view of the seemingly terrified female and she attempts to analyse and 
interpret her own psychic states. This wresting of control over the mind and body 
from the male, is significant within the context of Rhys’s project to re-write and re­
script the identity o f the Creole and the female whilst writing against the master 
narrative.
445 Freud, Collected Papers, vol 3,22-77.
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For instance, Dora was deemed by Freud to be suffering from 
“hysteria” which he concluded stemmed from her child-hood psycho-sexual 
experiences.446 In Freud’s case-study, Dora recounts two dreams, key elements of 
which Rhys used in the dream sequence WSS. However, Rhys encourages vastly 
different interpretations of the dreams’ symbolism by setting them in the Caribbean 
colonial context. For example, Dora had suffered sexual advances from Hen* K which 
she had repulsed and felt that her father, who was having an affair with Herr K ’s wife, 
permitted these sexual advances in order to carry on his affair with Frau K. Dora had 
consequently developed “hysterical mutism”, a cough and other symptoms Freud 
deemed to be associated with her earlier “psychic trauma”.447 Dora had also had a 
series of recurrent dreams:
"A house was on fire. My father was standing beside my 
bed and woke me up. I  dressed myself quickly. Mother 
wanted to stop and save her jewel-case; but Father said: ”1 
refuse to let myself and my two children be burnt fo r  the 
sake o f your jewel-case. ” We hurried downstairs, and as 
soon as I  was outside I  woke up.)>44S
Her second dream involves being lost in a strange town, finding a letter 
from her mother informing her of her father’s death, an inability to reach the station to 
attend the funeral and most importantly a “thick wood” wherein she meets an 
unknown male. There she refuses the company of a man who wishes to accompany 
her to the station. Dora can see the station ahead, but cannot attain it. She returns 
home to find that the other members of her family are already at the cemetery. In 
relation to the first dream, Dora recalls an argument between her parents, with her 
father insistent that her brother should not be locked into his room at night, in case of
446 Ibid., 76-7.
447 Ibid., 34-5 and 30.
448 Ibid., 78.
238
an emergency. She also recalls her father’s anxiety concerning fire as well as a 
dispute over jewellery between her parents (Dora’s mother wants to rescue her 
jewellery-case from the fire, whereas Annette tries to go back for her parrot, due to 
his metaphysical uses).449 An appendage to the second dream sees Dora attempting to 
go upstairs and able to read an encyclopaedia in peace because her father is dead and 
her family out. In WSS, the mother not the father is standing beside the child’s bed, 
Pierre dies in the fire, the mother insists on returning for her parrot, not a jewel-case, 
Tia provokes the psychic trauma, Mr. Mason sells Antoinette to “Rochester”, 
“Rochester” is the man in the forest and the stairs leading upward are to be found in 
Thornfield Hall ( pp. 11,20,21,24,33,34,123).
While Freud’s interpretations of Dora’s somatic symptoms and dreams 
are premised on stereotypical notions of feminine weakness and obsessions with male 
sexual organs, Rhys encourages opposing interpretations of the female mind and 
body 450 She does this by focusing on key elements in Dora’s dreams and 
reformulating their correspondences in specific relation to the violence of colonial and 
postcolonial societies and the psychic crises they provoke. She also combines Dora’s 
tales of the governesses of her household with Bronte’s character in Jam  Eyre 451 
These elisions are made easier by Rhys’s use of the liminal throughout the novel 
because it can reconcile opposed discourses. While Freud argues that the female 
should have been receptive to male sexual advances and locates all Dora’s symptoms 
in the psycho-sexual, Rhys proffers socio-political causes for female “madness” 452 
She extrapolates the plot for WSS from Dora’s dreams and her own family’s 
experiences of violence in the Caribbean. The fire, the death of Antoinette’s brother,
449 Ibid., 79.
450 Ibid., 21, 84 and 37-9.
451 Ibid., 46-7.
452 Ibid., 58-66.
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the desire of the mother to return to a burning house, the female dreams o f the wood, 
the male aggressor and escape, all stem from Dora’s recurrent dreams and the 
Lockhart’s experiences o f riots directed against them in Dominica.453
Rhys focuses on the male economic and sexual exploitation of the 
female body and locates the un-named female’s psychic trauma in the coloniser’s 
desire to incarcerate the female body and mind. In this sense, Jean Rhys is “writing 
back” in WSS not just to Charlotte Bronte’s misrepresentation of the Creole 
psychology, but also to Sigmund Freud’s distortions of female dream psychology and 
the factors which influence it. This is all the more significant because Rhys is replying 
not only to the dominant fictional misrepresentation of the female Caribbean subject, 
but also to the misreading of female psychology generally. This broadens the themes 
of WSS and renders Antoinette a multi-layered allegorical characterization.
In order to emphasise this even further, Rhys also marries the 
reappraisal of Dora’s dreams with the typical sequence of the African-Caribbean 
initiation ceremony which has three distinct phases, “separation, margin (or limen), 
and aggregation” 454 She does this in order to illustrate the Creole female’s separation 
from African-Caribbean society (p. 11), subsequent quest for an identity and 
identification with the land (p. 34), then psychological identification with the 
community of metaphysical “flying” figurations, such as the Soucouyant and La 
Jablesse (pp. 122-124). Rhys also “writes back” through this strategy to the master 
discourse from Europe which demoted the female and the African. As Wangari wa 
Nyatetu-Waigwa argues, the coloniser’s “interruption” o f the traditional rites of 
passage in the liminal stage, and substitution of his European culture, forces the
45j James, Jean Rhys, 47.
454 Turner, The Forest O f Symbols, 94.
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colonised subject to “attempt a redemption of his world and his identity”.455 This is 
precisely what Antoinette attempts, however hers is not a clear-cut case of a known 
traditional rite and culture. Because of the Creole’s alienation from self and wider 
African-Caribbean community, this “redemption” is problematised in WSS.
However, Rhys’s appropriation of the metaphysical figure runs the risk 
of becoming merely solipsistic. While the figures may work to structure Rhys’s 
discourses in symbolic ways, they become problematic in the end. In reality the figure 
of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse, though originating from African cosmology and 
oral traditions, are transformation of ancient power, magic and mystery within the 
peculiar context of slavery and slave societies. As such they are inextricably bound 
not only with the oral tradition but also with religion, rituals, rites, mythology which 
years of domesticating and transforming ancient rituals have endowed the landscape 
with. Thus the Soucouyant and La Jablesse, are part of the spiritual landscape of the 
various Caribbean communities.
Furthermore, the Rhysian employment of the African-Caribbean 
metaphysical figure is not unproblematic. Toni Monison in her examination of the 
use of the “Africanist presence” by white authors, cites the case of the Creole, Marie 
Cardinal.456 Toni Morrison locates Cardinal’s violent reaction to jazz as an example 
of;
Africanism —  the fetishizing of color, the transference to 
blackness of the power of illicit sexuality, chaos, madness, 
impropriety, anarchy, strangeness, and helpless, hapless 
desire-457
455 Nyatetu-Waigwa, The Liminal Novel, 7.
456 Morrison. Preface. Playing in the dark,\~x.
457 Ibid., 80-1.
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Thus it can be argued that though Rhys’s narrative stakes a claim to the
mythology and oral traditions around the female metaphysical figure in order to
examine a range of anti-colonial and feminist discourses, and though she attempts
these discourses in order to explore a distinctive Caribbean place and sensibility
separate from the metropolitan in WSS, she could not eradicate the ambivalences
which are themselves part of the history o f the Caribbean. Yet the fact that Rhys could
invoke these figures so intimately says a great deal about the Caribbean context itself
and about the force of creolisation and the dispersal and appropriation of myths. Just
as the Creole identity indicates ambiguity and new birth, so Rhys likened the
completion of WSS to gestation:
I’ve dreamt several times that I was going to have a baby 
—  then I woke with relief. Finally I dreamt that I was 
looking at the baby in a cradle —  such a puny weak thing.
So the book must be finished.. .458
458 Rhys, Letters 1931 -  1966, 301.
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Chapter Four: The Female Metaphysical Figure in Paule Marshall's The Chosen 
Place, The Timeless People and Praisesong for the Widow and Jamaica Kincaid's 
At the Bottom of the River and The Autobiography o f My Mother
This chapter presents a slightly different context for examining the supernatural figure 
as a thematic and structuring symbol. Jean Rhys, as a white Creole and a woman, 
writes in a postcolonial mode, registers a disturbance in the colonial ethos and claims 
a sense of place and self different from that allotted to her by colonial discourse. 
There is a sense in which Paule Marshall and Jamaica Kincaid are engaged in similar 
anti-colonial discourses. All the metaphysical figures Marshall evokes in The Chosen 
Place, The Timeless People459 and Praisesong For The Widow, are like Rhys’s 
protagonists, straddling a colonial structure of awareness. In spite of being 
contextualised within a landscape steeped in myth, ritual and the perspectives of a 
different cosmology, these writers also face contradictions and ambiguities because of 
their ambivalent relation to the colonial ethos.
The very distinguished writer, Paule Marshall, is a Caribbean- 
American who sets her novels in the Affican-diaspora. Her perspective as the child of 
immigrants who felt exiled from their Caribbean homeland yet were determined to 
hone a new identity in a hostile environment, is reflected in the themes of exile and 
dislocation that Marshall repeatedly emphasises in her work. It would therefore be 
interesting to explore how Marshall’s narrative confronts the ambiguities and 
contradictions. What are the circumstances and exigencies of public and personal 
histories which create the similarities and differences in Marshall’s and Kincaid’s 
evocation and use of these figures?
459 Paule Marshall, The Chosen Place, The Timeless People (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 
1969), Paule Marshall, Praisesong for the Widow (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1983). Henceforth 
referred to as TCPTTP and PFTW.
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Paule Marshall’s famous account of the talk o f Caribbean women in
her mother’s kitchen in a brownstone house in New York, goes some way towards
explaining Marshall’s different conceptualisation of her art and of the female
metaphysical figure. Speaking of the talk of Obeah she listened carefully to in the
kitchen, Marshall states:
As part of the late afternoon ritual they also recounted end­
less tales of obeah, which was the name they gave to their 
form of conjure or roots or mojo or vodun or what have 
you; their way of dealing with the inexplicable and 
unknown: like true Africans they had great respect for the 
powers that pass man’s understanding.4 0
Furthermore, this transmission of Obeah, and therefore the deity and the metaphysical
figure (Marshall recounts a thinly disguised La Jablesse tale told by the women and
cites ew e  used to lure a man and kill a female), influenced her art in a political way.
She states that womens’ recourse to the past, with its tales of Obeah,
Marcus Garvey and instances of slavery and cruel colonialism461, politicized her work
and she states that:
After struggling for some time, I was finally able in my 
most recent novel to bring together what I consider to be 
the two themes most central to my work: the importance of 
truly confronting the past, in both personal and historical 
terms, and the necessity of reversing the present order.462
She states that this confrontation with the past, which allows the present and the 
future to be apprehended, is the focus of a trilogy of novels she determined to write 463 
This trilogy is composed of Brown Girl, Brownstones (1960), The Chosen Place, The
460 Paule Marshall, ‘Shaping the World o f my Art’, in New Letters 40:1 (October 1973), 99.
461 Ibid., 100 and 103.
462 Ibid., 110-11.
463 Ibid., 106-7.
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Timeless People (1969), and Praisesong For The Widow (1983).464 Marshall states 
that her work is African-diasporic in essence, not purely African-Caribbean or 
African-American and she points to elements such as the sea (the Middle Passage) 
and Obeah, (the common African-diasporic tradition), as the ties that bind 465
Paule Marshall was one of the earliest writers to imaginatively revise 
the oral 541literature of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse. Like Hurston, she employs 
the female metaphysical figure of the Caribbean in an effort to link the socio-political 
experiences of the two African-diasporic peoples. Her political revision of these oral 
literary figures in TCPTTP is pronounced, as is her socio-political manipulation of 
e we/phytochemistry in the text. Like Rhys, Marshall uses the ew e  associated with 
the female metaphysical figure in a militant way, in that they serve to identify the 
disguised deities in the text and therefore their associated legends and familial or 
romantic links. These significations are then revised and meaning re-figured to denote 
new postcolonial identities. Marshall, like Hurston, Morrison and Rhys employs the 
Soucouyanfs and La Jablesse's Yoriiba significations as Qya and Qsun in revised 
form, as well as re-figuring their diasporic significance, in order to express the 
postcolonial condition.
Yet Marshall’s use of the metaphysical figures’ is markedly different 
from that of Hurston, Morrison and Rhys. While Marshall was one of the first writers 
to juxtapose Christian and African-diasporic rituals in the text and to employ the three 
main stages of the initiation rite (separation, limen and aggregation), in the 
contemporary novel, the issues addressed and the socio-political thrust of TCPTTP are 
aligned to a desire to negotiate the identity of the exile. For Marshall, as a first-
464 Paule Marshall, Brown Girl, Brawnstones. Marshall, The Chosen Place, The Timeless People. 
Marshall, Praisesong for the Widow.
465 Marshall, ‘Shaping the World o f my Art’,in New Letters, 100-1.
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generation Caribbean-American, whose discourses were largely shaped by the stories 
and concerns of Caribbean women in exile from their homelands, the re-formulations 
o f psychic space, in order to appropriate the land in between, are important. The 
common concerns of African-diasporic peoples and the sites o f negotiation between 
peoples of different races is of the essence. Her work records the phenomenon of the 
highly mobile but dispossessed African-diasporic female subject, but Marshall also 
investigates the mind of the oppressor, and the ill effects that the implementation of 
the processes of slavery and colonialism has had on the descendants of both the slave 
and slave-mistress,
In this regard, Marshall registers the opposite of what Kristeva terms 
the “murder” of speech in the novel.466(p 56) Arguing that speech, the product of the 
work, is stopped by textual productivity, Kristeva states that speech ends when its 
object dies and that writing executes this murder467(p 55-7). The metaphysical speech 
act, which is stopped by the esoteric figure’s ritual murder in the oral literature, is 
reversed in TCPTTP, in that Merle’s voluminous talk (which is driven by the socio­
political indictment of the slave-owner and colonial master and by the need to 
excorcise “humiliations” as Marshall puts it) , extends the brief verbal discourse of 
the metaphysical figure of the oral literature. Furthermore, because the Soucouyant's 
and La Jablesse's word is metaphysical in the oral literature, its usage in the novel 
undoes the text’s “structural finitude”469(p 55).
This is because the complexity of the ewe, which is used to produce 
the metaphysical powers of the female figure, is infinite and it is impossible for the
466 Kristeva, Desire In Language, 56.
467 Ibid., 55-7.
468 Marshall, ‘Shaping tire World of my Art’, in New Letters, 98.
469 Kristeva, Desire In Language, 55,
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reader to register their full applications and meanings.470 Because the African- 
diasporic postcolonial writer’s scriptural output was at first filtered through a white 
amanuensis, ways had to be found to outwit this informal censorship. The invocation 
of ew e  was a standard solution to the problem. The phonetic, due to the metaphysical 
association with that it houses, again defies boundaries, so that the texts are not 
bounded in the standard way, but seek infinitude through the transcendence of the 
oppositions phonetic/scriptural, and utterance/text471
Marshall exploits this quality and awards the ew e  not just ethno- 
botanical qualities, but demographically significant ones too. TCPTTP is the first of 
two texts which Marshall sets in Carriacou, the second being PSFTW. Carriacou is a 
small island governed by Grenada and it is renowned for its African retentions. 
Situated in the Leeward islands of the Caribbean, the small island is famous for its 
Big Drum Dance and for the slave rebellion leader taken from Ghana, called Cudjoe. 
The Big Drum Dance is an act of remembrance of lost African homelands and 
registers the exile’s sense of loss and attempts to re-connect with both distant 
ancestors and indigenous ones. Yet the Big Drum Dance simultaneously celebrates 
the healing powers of both male and female deities and the powers of the ew e  
associated with them as used in the diaspora. Furthermore, the rituals of All Soul’s, 
Nine Night, Tombstone Feasts, Carnival and Maroon, are religiously adhered to. In 
the text, the capital of Carriacou, Hillsborough, may become Spiretown, Cudjoe, 
becomes Cuffee Ned, the light-skinned folk of Windward become Canterbury people
470 Marks, ‘Exploring El Monte’, in Castellano and Inclan, En Tomo a Lydia Cabrera, 229.
471 Kristeva, Desire In Language, 58.
472 Irene Simon, personal communication, Carriacou, Grenada, 2001.
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and the rebel, jpato/s-speaking people of the village of Belmont, which borders the 
sea, becomes Boumehills people 473
In TCPTTP, Carriacou (Bourne Island) is combined with Marshall’s 
native Barbados, with its characteristically flat land and vast cane fields, and with 
Africa, to which the Bournehills folk psychologically return each night. This has the 
effect of indicating Merle’s status as a disguised deity, and her African provenance 
yet African-diasporic significance in the oral literature. This dualism is also reflected 
in the multiplication of the “house” of the oral literary Soucouyant and La Jablesse in 
the text. Leesy the conjure woman’s floating ancestral house; the haunted Cassia 
house with its yellow dining room (yellow indicates Qsun) the ex-slave barrack 
turned night club called Sugar’s where the revised Legba figure, a debauched pimp 
called Sugar, interprets all meaning in a single word; the rum-shop presided over by 
another revised Legba figure, Delbert, where Cuffee Ned’s exploits are kept alive; 
Cane Vale the former sugar plantation and Aunt Tie’s yellow (the colour of Qsuii), 
house, the scene of La Jablesse's sexual triumph over Saul; these places are all 
variations on a theme.
They are all edifices linked to slavery and colonialism and therefore 
house diasporic political significance. They all accelerate the political discourses of 
the metaphysical figure who lures the unfaithful male, Saul. Furthermore, Marshall 
multiples La Jablesse's place of ritual murder by placing the novel in an island of 
hills (Carriacou is an island o f hills), therefore precipices such as Plover Cliff. La 
Jablesse's traditional station by the sea is magnified into the Atlantic’s anger over the 
Middle Passage, a theme which Marshall culled from the talk of immigrant Caribbean 
women of America. Therefore, the transposition of the metaphysical figure to the
41j The French Creole speaking people of the hilly village o f Belmont in Carriacou, are renowned for
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islands of Carriacou and Barbados, environments steeped in Obeah, ritual and racial 
dichotomies, therefore contradictions, illustrates Marshall’s desire to place Merle at 
the site of arbitrariness and ambiguity, (themselves a sign of the metaphysical figure).
In addition, Marshall’s revision of the stages of initiation, separation, 
limen and aggregation, into a chaotic series of <?b<ps or sacrifices, both animal and 
human, at the sites of enslavement, incarceration, ew e  and libations (Cane Vale, the 
Atlantic, the tamarind tree, Plover’s Cliff, the rum shop and bar of the night club) is 
significant. The sacrifices of the pig, Vere and Harriet, are set against rituals housing 
both Christian and African-diasporic religious significance and this permits the 
extension of the stage of limen wherein confessions are encouraged and 
metamorphoses affected.
However, the stages of initiation are deliberately out of sequence, with 
separation for some taking place at the end of the sequence, and aggregation, in the 
middle (Harriet and Saul). These unusual juxtapositions illustrate the innovative use 
to which Marshall puts the initiation process. Along with the confusion of all 
categories, which invites the reader to search for the socio-political’s role in the latter, 
comes the assemblage o f carefully selected deities in disguise. In the metaphysical 
context within which I view Marshall’s project, TCPTTP houses re-figured deities. 
For example, the two Soucouyants ((?ya) Merle Kinbona and Lyle Hutson, reveal the 
racism in Harriet’s Shippen’s psyche through the imaginative re-working of the 
blue/black mark of the Soucouyant in vernacular terms. La Jablesse {Qsun), as 
represented by Merle, lures the dual Saul (he is both oppressed and oppressor, Jew 
and Aid worker), to the piquant of his suppressed past. The two Legbas (Sugar and 
Delbert), are diametrically opposed yet interpret events so that the re-enactment of
their expertise in ancestor veneration. They are also renowned as being a law unto themselves.
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slavery and colonialism, which take place via the rituals of
Carriacou/Barbados/Bourne Island, is fully illustrated. Lyle Hutson {Ogun) clears the
path so that Harriet is challenged to witness her own racism and Yere Walkes
(Q$o6sl), the consummate hunter, makes a fatal miscalculation of his own strengths
after having revealed Allen Fuso’s latent sexuality to him.
What is evident in the presentations of these figures in Marshall’s work
is that their symbolic presence is carved out of the intimate communal tradition and
spirituality of their community. Their voices therefore function “as a metaphor of the
communal self or the allegory of its historical experience”.474 Gary Storhoff points
this out, locating in TCPTTP, and Merle Kinbona’s voluminous speech acts Turner’s
concept of “communitas”, meaning “symbolic action through ritual practice” 475 He
argues that Turner’s concept privileges engagement with mythology and that
communal, not individual action is promulgated in the text. Furthermore, he contends
that Western capitalist machinery represses communitas, and that this is clearly
demonstrated in the novel476
Emphasising that simplistic dichotomies of Western as technical and
Caribbean as spiritual, are not in fact posited in the text, Storhoff states:
Each of the Western characters undergoes testing rituals, 
which in the epigraph Marshall describes as “ceremonies of 
reconciliation,” to determine if  they can envision a world 
beyond their structured, highly rationalized world. Saul and 
Harriet, even indigenous Merle and Lyle —  these 
characters are “liminal,” as Turner would have it, posed 
“betwixt and between” the Western culture that they may 
identify with, and the mysterious spiritual liberation that 
Bournehills culture offers 477
474 Simon Gikandi, Writing in Limbo: Modernism And Caribbean Literature (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 
1992), 191.
475 Gary Storhoff, ‘"Yesterday Comes Like Today”: Communitas in Paule MarshalPs The Chosen 
Place, The Timeless People', in The Journal o f the Society for the Study o f the Multi-Ethnic Literature 
o f the US (henceforth referred to as MEL US), 23:2 (Summer 1998), 50.
476 Ibid., 51 and 54.
477 Bid,, 51.
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This state of limbo necessitates ritual as a linking strategy where meaning can be re­
determined for both coloniser and colonised. For diasporic peoples, African-derived 
ritual is a means of accessing a “lost” homeland and the power inherent in the 
metaphysical figure.
This is because ritual privileges the discourses o f the ancestors and 
houses symbols from the past which are designed to help make sense of the present. 
New World ritual offers counter-discourses to the dominant society’s and 
commemorates the historical experiences of Africans in the Caribbean. Thus, because 
ritual is replete with allegorical significance, it encourages abstract thought and 
therefore a focus on “other ways of knowing” as well as encouraging correspondences 
to be made between differing cultures and events. Through ritual’s promotion of 
altered states and abstract thought, the repressed is exposed and subconscious 
yearnings, revealed. Furthermore, because ritual unearths the subconscious, the 
individual and by extension, the African-diasporic community can reinvent itself and 
identify with other oppressed groups. Within the context of the New World subject, 
this is veiy significant because the coloniser is unable to control the colonised’s 
subjectivity. Ritual therefore acts as a counter-measure to containment and allows the 
coloniser herself to experience communitas by participating in liminal rituals.
As Gary Storhoff argues, myth and ritual can bring about social 
change, promoting as it does both homogeneity and monogeneity, because it focuses 
on the individual expression of self and simultaneously promotes communitas.478 
Within the context of the colonised’s and coloniser’s confrontations with the past and 
its relation to the present, this dual function and the personal and communal changes
478 Ibid., 50-1.
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it generates, is of paramount narrative and political importance. In the novel, altered
states equate with the altered consciousness and act as catalysts for repeated
reappraisals of received historiography:
This power of myth to metamorphose the past into the 
present. . . . Paule Marshall’s search for “viable links” 
between the traditions of the past and the needs of the 
future enfolds a testament for survival for all people.479
Whereas the Rhysian use of the liminal is targeted at revising the negative portrayal of
the Creole in colonial literature, Marshall uses the liminal to foreground communitas,
timelessness, the past and memory in a different way and to achieve different goals.
This is because o f the need to investigate the relationship between the
conflicted African-Caribbean subject and her oppressors (including the Creole) and
the need to reinvent the colonised subject. Unlike Rhys, Marshall employs
timelessness in a literal way in order to access original West African forms of
communal action which stand in stark contrast to the multi-national focus on
individuality and profit. In TCPTTP, time literally ceases in the liminal realm of
Bourne Island and this is a narrative device designed to challenge and examine a
range of historical discourses at once. Where the Rhysian view of the past and
memory is somewhat selective, in that the Creole is complicit in the oppression of the
African masses, Marshall’s representation of memory is broader and more
representative of a later writer’s portrayal of the postmodern condition of
“homelessness” of both ex-coloniser and newly-independent citizen.
Within the metaphysical framework in which I view Marshall’s novels,
the Caribbean characters are partially allegorical representations of supernatural
figures. They have the ability to metamorphose and instruct their would-be
479 Winifred L Stoelting, ‘Time Past And Time Present: The Search For Viable Links In The Chosen 
Place, The Timeless People by Paule Marshall’, in College Language Association ( henceforth referred 
to as CLA), 16:1 (September 1972), 67 and 71.
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oppressors, the Aid workers. This is affected by the telescoping of centuries into 
moments of epiphany. Such narrative tactics expose colonial, economic, gender and 
racial oppressions and their links with the historical past. This liminality and its 
educative function are stressed in order to achieve the following goals: myth is 
privileged along with the female metaphysical figure, resulting in the voicing of 
subaltern discourses and submerged female histories; because metamorphosis and 
transformation are central to the operation of the liminal state, these discourses can 
transcend their normal marginalised status; rituals of remembrance and reconciliation 
are foregrounded leading to the representation of personal and communal histories 
which can test old and new ideologies and identities. This is a crucial function in the 
context of the hybrid twentieth century colonial subject’s quest for a new 
psychosocial space from whence to define the self and “home”.
Because the liminal is timeless,480 both the presence of the past and the 
demonstration of altered power relations favouring the masses in the future, can be 
envisaged and symbolically reinterpreted and re-enacted in “ceremonies of 
reconciliation”, such as Carnival. This is because the liminal can encompass the
j ©  1
discourses of both the dead and the living, the Western and the southern. Marshall 
exploits these complexities in relation to such rituals and links them intimately with 
the character of Merle and to the mystic landscape of Bournehills which is imbued 
with the metaphysical presence of Cuffie Ned and the millions of African dead. 
Bournehills is represented as a Gothic realm where unusual juxtapositions of the past 
and present are the norm. Marshall also exploits the liminal to make links between
480 Storhoff, ‘"Yesterday Comes Like Today”: Communitas in Paule Marshall’s The Chosen Place, The 
Timeless People" ’, MEL US, 5 L
481 Ibid., 50.
482 1 believe Bournehills to be lieu on the island of Carriacou. Paule Marshall visited Carriacou and her 
novel, Praisesong For The Widow, resulted from the visit. Paule Marshall, personal communication, 
London, England, 1993. The description of the rebellious people of the island and their adherence to
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different races, time-frames and the evolution of heightened states of awareness which 
the metaphysical generates. Bourne Island is therefore able to offer spiritual liberation 
through intimate rituals of the pan-African communitas across the African-diaspora in 
a way Granbois could not because of its focus on the marginalisation o f the white 
Creole. Rhys does not in any way advocate closer associations with Africa and hers is 
not a pan-African representation of the female metaphysical figure. Rather, the focus 
is the re-education of the coloniser and the accessing of supernatural powers to 
combat the dominant society’s misrepresentations of the white Creole.
Furthermore, altered states in WSS are explored through the coercive 
employment o f ewe. In TCPTTP ew e  are used in addition to altered states, and the 
latter are generated through counter-discourses and through major and minor rituals 
which expose the subconscious desires and guilty pasts of the coloniser and colonised. 
In an interrelated and powerful rendering of the monstrous, disproportionate and 
“conjured up” landscape of Boume Island, Marshall focuses on four major rituals. 
The harvesting of cane, the sacrifice of a pig, Carnival, and its aftermath and Whitsun, 
are symbolically linked with the historical experiences of slavery and neo­
colonialism. Therefore, powerlessness and power are central themes in the text and, 
consequently in the rituals and are equated with apocalyptic metaphors of war and 
destruction. Consequently, the foregrounded rituals denote retribution for wrongs 
committed in the past against oppressed groups. These recollections hold individuals 
and nations to account by provoking correspondences which literally rebirth the past. 
Like Beloved, Merle is a spiritual midwife, whose relentless and increasingly
rituals venerating African forebears, closely parallels the activities o f the people of Belmont, Carriacou. 
These villagers pay homage to an African slave warrior who fought against slavery. See Hill, The 
Impact o f Migration on the Metropolitan and Folk Society o f Carriacou, 363.
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accusatory discourses first provoke fear then a realisation of emotional stasis in her 
interlocutors.
Also like Beloved, Merle’s is the voice of conscience, both of the 
corrupt neo-colonial politicians and of the Aid workers. The downward spiral of her 
indictment of the wrong-doers of the past linguistically re-figures the La Jablesse’s 
precipice where her victims fall to their deaths (p 91). She is also a catalyst for social 
change which she affects through four major rituals of the Caribbean. Through these 
rituals, Merle lures the three Aid workers into a liminal realm where they are forced to 
experience all the contradictory and ambivalent forces which went into the shaping of 
the Caribbean and confront their historical roles in the formation of the region.
This is affected through the altered states of the dream and the vision 
and ritual is used to unlock the Aid workers repressed communitas and memory of 
past wrongs. Merle facilitates their altered state by continually metamorphosing, as do 
the landscape and the people of Bournehills, She unites the disparate group of 
Caribbean subjects and the Aid workers who have come to destroy communitas, by 
investigating difference through its representation. She also brings about 
reconciliation by challenging fixed ideas and ideologies. Like Beloved, Merle is 
representative of many different diasporic subjects, hence her somatic and linguistic 
disunity. She represents the combative female metaphysical figures of La 
Jablesse/Soucouyant as well as the colonial child who witnesses the death of her 
African-Caribbean mother at the hands of her mother’s white lover. She also 
represents the immigrant, exploited sexually and economically in the metropole, and 
the estranged New World subject, rejected by her African family.
This focus on matricide, exile and alienation from self and both 
“motherlands”, recalls Rhys’s portrayal of Antoinette, but Merle is descended from
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both the coloniser and the colonised. Therefore, the dual La Jablesse who is not what 
she seems, is an apt vehicle for the representation of this particular duality and, within 
the metaphysical framework in which I view Marshall’s work, Merle denotes a 
revised Soucouyant/La Jablesse!Obeah woman. She is caught between two cultures 
and races and therefore her dilemna is of a different order to that of the white Creole. 
While Antoinette co-opts the body of the African-derived metaphysical figure in order 
to identify with the Caribbean and reinvent the white Creole, Merle’s strategies are 
different, along with her crises of identity and the contradictions of her particular 
subjectivity. Although of mixed race, she is the colonised not the coloniser and 
therefore she is the subject of racism as well as sexism. The plurality of her racial 
origins complicates her identification with the masses and the female metaphysical 
figure whose discourses contradict those of her white forebears' and father'.
These difficult negotiations necessitate metamorphosis and the 
reinvention of self within the context of a developing New World subjectivity:
Since, like Caribbean society, Merle is herself the 
repository of a cultural diversity, her impulse toward a 
unified consciousness can be seen as reflecting the 
sociopolitical impulse of the Caribbean toward the 
coherence of its disparate parts 483
So while, like Antoinette, Merle lures the colonial male sexually and forces him to 
alter his perceptions of self and reality, Merle’s means of reinventing the self and 
confronting the past involve engaging with both her oppressor’s neuroses and guilty 
pasts and her own. She exposes and reconciles these disparate histories in order to 
make sense of her own double consciousness. In a sense, she has to examine both the
48j Melvin Rahming, ‘Towards A Caribbean Mythology: The Function Of Africa In Paule Marshall’s 
The Chosen Place, The Timeless People’, in Studies in the Literary Imagination 26:2 (1993), 81.
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mind of the oppressor and oppressed in order to reconcile the disparate parts of her 
dual heritage.
For example, Merle is characterized as the liminal Soucouyant/La 
Jablesse/Obeah woman from the beginning of the novel. In fact the novel begins with 
two Obeah women, Leesy and Merle, “riding” in an ex-colonial car. La Jablesse's 
long skirt is worn by Merle and said to flower like aw e which were often used in anti- 
colonial acts (pp. 10 and 415). Constant reference is made to her dual identity, her 
heels (even directly named as “hoofs” recalling the La Jablesse's animal leg) and her 
ability to penetrate the reserve of the Aid workers (pp. 70, 231, 4, 5, 89, 90). Her 
smile, which is likened to the unsheathing of a knife, is that of La Jablesse, who 
laughs at her hapless victims (p. 84). Constant reference is made to this aspect of La 
Jablesse's characterization, and Marshall juxtaposes the blade-like smile and 
spiralling downward sardonic laugh, with cutting discourses to do with past colonial 
wrongs and the continuation of slavery in other guises in the postcolonial Caribbean 
(pp.66, 89, 91, 130 and 318).
La Jablesse's characteristic straw hat is displaced onto Harriet Shippen 
because she is characterized as a white Soucouyant whose slave-owner descendants 
have sucked the blood of Africans (p. 17). Furthermore, the straw hat of La Jablesse 
is worn by school children who pass by the venue of Merle’s seduction of Saul. This 
would imply the proliferation of La Jablesses in the younger generations, despite a 
postcolonial education (pp. 359-60). However, Merle does wear a hat to church, 
which Saul notes does not suit her p. 260). Her Bentley, once the preserve of the ex­
governor of the island, links her with the “Red Sects” of Vodun, who trap victims in 
their cars, and this recalls the strategy of the Convent women in Paradise. Like La 
Jablesse, she uses the venue of the dance hall to possess her victim, Saul, (Marshall
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reconfigures the venue into the ex-slave pen of Sugar’s), and forces him to return to
the past in order to apprehend his role in the subjugation of women and of black
people. The very saying of her name is enough to summon her presence and this
recalls the Soucouyanf s metaphysical speech act which contains (p.24).
Merle’s description recalls the “improbable juxtapositions” of magic
realism and to Gary Storhoff s argument that she is characterized using the imagery of
zombism and English Gothic traditions,484 must be added the imagery of the
Soucouyant/La Jablesse:
She had donned this somewhat bizarre outfit, each item of 
which stood opposed to, at war even, with the other, to
express rather a diversity and disunity within herself, and
her attempt, unconscious probably, to reconcile these 
opposing parts, to make of them a whole...her face, as she 
stood breathing angrily down at the muddy swill at her feet, 
attested to some profound and frightening loss (p. 5).
It is clear that Merle’s disunity reflects the effects of colonialism and slavery on the 
female psyche. Angry at the washed-out road which stands as a metaphor for the 
linguistic, cultural, sexual and economic piquant left by the ex-masters, Merle uses 
the colonial tongue to navigate the contradictions of her state. This is a clever reversal 
of the oral literature concerning La Jablesse. She is, for once trapped, although this is 
soon reversed again as she ensnares Saul and Harriet. Her alternation between 
voluminous speech acts and catatonia denotes both the newly-independent subject’s 
bogus “freedom” yet simultaneous silencing by neo-colonial forces which promote 
dependency and destroy communitas. Furthermore, Merle’s speech act represents the 
voicing of the communal concerns of the Affican-Caribbean masses and their
484 Storhoff, ‘Yesterday Comes Like Today’, in MELUS ,51.
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silencing by the historical forces o f imperialism, still present symbolically in the form
of the Aid workers.485
Merle’s catatonia also symbolises her rejection of the coloniser’s
tongue and her periodic inertia represents her refusal to participate in the Aid
workers’ politics of dependency (pp. 401-2 ). Therefore, Merle’s changing of the Aid
workers’ perceptions is affected through silences and speech and, most importantly,
through ritual which is dependent on symbolic death and rebirths into heightened
states of being and reconfigured subjectivities. Marshall uses the Soucouyant’s and La
Jablesse’s” strategies of intervention in revised form to affect the rebirths of the Aid
workers and Merle.
Merle constantly metamorphoses like Beloved and so does her very
particularly characterized environment o f Bournehills (pp. 226,317, 288,316, 99 and
103). Her relentless changing of subject position decries essentialism and the island’s
chameleon-like transformations are representative of a lieu de memoire where the
ancient tragedy between colonisers and the colonised is played out, as on a stage (pp.
109-10). Like the people of Bournehills Merle is represented as inhabiting both the
past and the present:
The houses looked utterly abandoned, deserted. At the first 
sign of dusk their inhabitants might have packed up and 
gone to spend the night in some distant place to which they 
also belonged (p. 119).
“M erle...” he said, bending over to bring his face into line 
with her vision. But nothing happened in her eyes. There 
was not the slightest hint of recognition or awareness. It 
chilled him and he quickly straightened up. It was as 
though she had fled completely the surface of herself for 
someplace deep within where nothing could penetrate, 
leaving behind a numb spent face, a body which looked as 
if it had been thrown like a rag doll, its limbs all awry, on 
the bed and left there, and the dead eyes (p. 399).
485 Eugenia Delamotte, ‘Women, Silence, And History In The Chosen Place, The Timeless People\  in 
Callaloo 16:1 (1993), 234.
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This propensity to straddle both the present and the past is an essential 
thematic tool concerning Marshall’s project to make correspondences between the 
two. The catatonic and zombified state, along with metamorphosis, allows Merle and 
the Bournehills folk and then* environment to take on the appearance and personalities 
of places and people from the past. This narrative strategy privileges 
superimpositions, a useful tool which Marshall uses to straddle different races, time­
frames and ideologies in order to affect a comparative analysis. Therefore, Merle 
appeal’s briefly as Saul’s dead wife, Sosha, the people of Bournehills transform into 
the elderly Jew atoning for sins committed against humankind and the environment 
changes constantly into marginalised realms such as Honduras (pp. 399, 164-5). 
Merle is said by Saul to sum up Bournehills which is characterized as “a troubled 
region” of the mind to which the Aid workers had inadvertently returned:
It’s usually painful though: looking back and into yourself; 
most people run from it. I know I did for a long time. But 
sometimes it’s necessary to go back before you can go 
forward, really forward. And that’s not only true for people 
—  individuals —  but nations as well,”(p. 359)
Because rituals transform the consciousness and release repressed 
emotions and memories, both Merle, the people of Bournehills and their environment 
act as conduits for the expression of diverse, troubled personal and social histories. 
The environment reflects this. It straddles the past and present, with emphasis on lieux 
associated with Cuffie Ned’s rebellion and the raging Atlantic Ocean where the 
Middle Passage claimed millions of lives. The troubled histories are always 
externalised at times of ritual, then linked to the formation of the Caribbean and 
Merle’s disparate and dysfunctional subjectivity. The “dangerous division” that 
Harriet notes in the layout of the island is echoed in Merle and, in encountering her,
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the Aid workers are forced to see the contradictions in their own lives and the 
corrosive impact the lives of their forebears had on Caribbean peoples.
Merle’s encounter with Harriet exemplifies her thematic function. In 
TCPTTP, psychological analyses inherent in altered states are favoured over the 
sensationalist Obeah of WSS and nowhere is this better illustrated than in the battle 
between the metaphysical female figure and the destroyer of communitas, Harriet 
Shippen, Harriet allegorically represents the “heart of darkness” and this is conveyed 
through images of the blue-black mark of the Soucouyant which is revealed to Harriet 
by Merle and her familiar Lyle Hutson (pp.97 and 458). The stain is given political 
and psychological significance in that it is located not in the so-called uncivilised 
behaviour of Africans, as in Joseph Conrad’s Heart o f  Darkness, but within Harriet 
herself (p. 458).486
Harriet is forced to examine her role in oppressive and totalitarian 
regimes and the mark functions in the text as a type o f stigmata representing her 
racism, covetousness and greed, both historical and contemporary. Her family’s 
funding of slavery then dependency, as represented by the Aid projects designed to 
inculcate dependency and debt, are revealed to her through Merle’s and Lyle’s 
relentless discourses about the dominant society’s role in Caribbean history. Although 
Merle and Lyle afford Harriet every opportunity to participate in African-derived 
rituals of reconciliation, she rejects the lessons inherent in the ceremonies and, like 
Annette of WSS, this symbolic “blindness” leads to her death.
For example, forced to experience a series of moments of communitas, 
through the pan-African rituals of Bournehills, Harriet revolts, revealing her racism 
and inability to empathise with the “natives” whom her forebears had traditionally
486 Joseph Conrad, Heart o f  Darkness (Middlesex: Penguin, 1973), 83-4.
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oppressed. She rejects Merle’s attempts to include her in the community’s rituals of 
growth and objects to recollections of the Maroons who fought against her ancestors. 
Befriended by Gwen, she attempts to diagnose her “jumbie belly” through a scientific 
lens, ignoring the metaphysical causes of the sickness, the causes of poverty in the 
community and the lack of opportunities to alter the progress o f illness in an ex­
colonial society (p. 233). Offered access to Gwen’s home, she blithely ignores its 
autonomy and undermines Gwen’s economic arrangements regarding the eggs. At 
Carnival, although dressed in the ancient garb of the Maroon, she insists on playing 
the part o f slave-owner, barking orders at free subjects. As a result, she is the subject 
of a “casual crucifixion” (p. 297).
Faced with the sexual union of her husband with the mixed race Merle, 
Harriet resorts to racial stereotypes in order to deny Merle personhood and 
psychological depth. This is why she is swept into the “sea” at Carnival and her 
imminent death at the hands o f the community is represented in the ritual of the “pig- 
stick” and eventual sea-cleanse of the Atlantic Ocean (pp. 256 and 461). The stain 
that invades her body emanates from her refusal to commit to communitas, like 
Annette in WSS,
Although Harriet feels that the stain is transferred to her by the touch
of the African-Caribbean man, Lyle, and also Saul who “goes native” like Kurtz in
Heart o f  Darkness,487 her own “heart of darkness” is externalised by her confrontation
with Merle and communitas:
Alberta, whom Harriet had once believed the fairies had 
turned black because of something naughty she had done 
when little!..,Toward morning he [Saul] touched her. And 
at the same place on her arm where Lyle Hutson4 s hand had 
rested that night months ago. And his touch brought the 
same dark splotch like an ugly bruise or one of those
487 Ibid., 82-3.
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Rorschach inkblots that would reveal her, surging to the 
surface. Only this time it did not confine itself to the one 
spot. But as the shadows in the room increased, closing in 
around her, it spread, and in the spreading stain which soon 
covered her entire body, she saw (no longer able to shut her 
mind to them) all the things she had denied.. .(p. 458).
Harriet has a repressed desire for communitas and this hunger will
surface repeatedly against her will, leading to her suicide. She, more than Saul or
Allen, epitomises the series of oppressions which have scarred the Caribbean female
subject. Merle discerns the sexual exploitation and economic manipulation
perpetuated at her expense by the Hampstead woman, in Harriet. To admit
communitas would invalidate Harriet’s personal history and that of all Europeans in
the New World. In Marshall, there are many different forms of timelessness. Harriet’s
is indicative of stasis, a refusal to see the political in her acts o f “kindness” and
“scientific discovery”. As DeLamotte notes, Harriet ironically shares the fate of the
slaves’ death in the Atlantic, because she refuses to acknowledge their history and her
own.488 Unlike Harriet, Saul’s “blindness”, like his biblical counterpart’s, is lifted.
The thematic function of Merle’s linguistic, sexual and psychological
entrapment of Saul, is to illustrate the reconciliation of opposites. Through this
relationship, Marshall affects reappraisals of received historiography and encourages
re-readings while making overt connections between the oppressions suffered in the
African and Jewish diasporas. The parallel relationship between Antoinette and
“Rochester” of WSS is striking in its dissimilarities. Antoinette alters “Rochester’s”
perceptions in a coercive manner, using anti-colonial discourses and hallucinatory
drugs while Merle employs her La Jablesse/Soucouyant qualities to alter Saul’s
perceptions through ceremonies of reconciliation and communitas.
488 Delamotte, ‘Women, Silence, And History In The Chosen Place, The Timeless P e o p l e in Callaloo, 
239-40.
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Ironically, just as the female metaphysical figure traditionally brings 
cohesion because of her attacks on the community, Merle performs the same function. 
The female metaphysical figure throws societies into disarray seemingly, but in fact 
her forays provoke rites of renewal and protection to come into play. Her aggressive 
actions incite remembrance of rituals and unearth submerged conflicts in society 
because investigations into the causes of illness have to be carried out when she 
intervenes in society. Merle “attacks” verbally and unearths the submerged conflicts 
between colonised and coloniser. She unearths Saul’s repressed desires to commune 
with other oppressed groups and she metamorphoses in order for him to confront 
figures from his past with whom he has not achieved closure, such as his wife dead 
Sosha (pp. 218 and 325). Thus, his thoughts, not hers, are externalised, and diverse 
versions of history are constantly juxtaposed in the text, allowing re-readings and 
comparisons to be made. Because Merle’s and Saul’s relationship is mediated by 
major and minor ceremonies of the community, which foreground the historic battles 
between oppressor and oppressed, Marshall is able to draw more extensive political 
parallels with the neo-colonial state than Rhys. This correspondence between personal 
and public discourses affords the relationship more political and psychological depth 
than Antoinette’s and “Rochester’s”.
Furthermore, because the liminal foregrounds both homogeneity and 
monogeneity simultaneously (in that it promotes individual visions and generates 
communitas at the same time), it allows Merle and the mystic landscape to spread 
anti-colonial discourses (via metamorphosis, possession-trance and the dream) 
through the oppressor himself. This clever strategy highlights Saul’s transformation to 
an even greater extent than was possible in WSS where “Rochester’s” metamorphosis 
was short-lived:
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He thought of himself as one of the bowls the women had 
shoved in Collins’ face. He was as cracked and chipped, as 
flawed, but scoured clean, a vessel into which new wine 
could be poured (pp. 259-60).
Because Saul, unlike Harriet, does not refuse communitas, his interactions with Merle
illustrate the successful negotiation of contradictions and the bridging of racial and
ethnic divides. He can discern Merle’s essence (pp. 401-2) because, being from the
Jewish community, he is more attuned to the discourses o f rebellion against
oppression which can be housed in communal ritual. This is why he participates in the
“pig-stick” even though pork is forbidden to him as a Jew (pp. 256-7). He also
participates willingly in the communal house-building ritual and unlike Harriet,
perceives the reasons behind the rejection of Aid (p. 182).
Therefore, Merle and Bourne Island instruct by altering the prejudiced
perceptions of Saul, thereby profoundly changing in a symbolic sense, the power
relations between the metropole and the so-called margins:
And he was struck then, in that moment, there on the road 
to Spiretown, by a double memory that had about it the 
quality of a vision (p. 163).
Saul recalls his mother’s descent from persecuted Jews and the “paradigm” of her 
tales o f suffering and flight that lent itself to the understanding of suffering in all races 
(pp. 163-4). He also recalls the Jew who publicly atoned for his sins and whose 
actions were indicative of the atonement of the sins of all the world (pp. 164-5). This 
metamorphosis of a disempowering ritual of enslavement (the cane-cutting which 
zombifies the villagers) into empowering rituals, is characteristic of the text and of 
Merle. No romanticized reconciliations take place, rather, Jewish oppressions of
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Caribbean subjects in England are noted and Saul’s stereotypical view of Caribbeans 
as needy and dependent is fully exposed (pp 88-9) .
Having at last dimly perceived Merle’s true significance at the end of 
the book, Saul gives her the obeisance due to a disguised deity which Merle ritually 
demands and receives (pp. 409 and 470). Like Paul D of Beloved, Saul has been 
released from the emotional stasis that has characterized his life by the female 
metaphysical figure:
[H]e thought of the water circling her waist as a lover’s 
arm. He thought he heard the crash of her many 
bracelets as her arm went up. He was certain he heard her 
laugh
and:
[A] huge white-crested breaker which looked as if  it had 
been gathering force and power and speed across the entire 
breadth o f the Middle Passage broke with the sound as of 
some massive depth charge on the most distant of the reefs.
Saul, feeling the thunderous impact in the chambers of his 
heart, suddenly remembered how, during the war, he used 
to feel the earth shudder and recoil under him as the bombs 
struck (pp. 202 and 106-7).
This reference to Qstfn, who governs the River Niger, the Yoriiba riverain deity, the 
Middle Passage and the Jews during the Second World War, emphasises the 
reconciliation of opposites and highlights, once again, Marshall’s extensive use of 
Yoriiba mythologies.
In TCPTTP, instead of the coloniser interrupting the indigenous 
subject’s rites of passage, the “native” disrupts the modern rituals of enslavement 
(Aid) imposed by the modern neo-colonialist, a strategy which wrests power from the 
ex-rulers.489 To this end, Marshall pairs the three Aid-project workers with three deitic
489 Nyatetu-Waigwa, The Liminal Novel, 7.
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metaphysical Caribbean subjects who in fact constitute Merle’s familiars. Again, 
Marshall uses revised Yoriiba mythology’s timelessness in order to link the present 
with the past. Merle Kinbona (her surname refers to the Soucouyant’s speech act, 
“’Kin, ‘kin, you nah know me? ‘Kin, you nah hear what you mistress say?), is paired 
with Saul, Lyle with Harriet and Vereson with Allen. These three couplings lead to 
metamorphoses of the Aid workers as well as the “deities in disguise”. Some of the 
transformations lead to “losses”, as Harris490 would put it, and others to gains in terms 
of psychological insight into the self through engagements with the p ast491
These couplings thematically function to expose the oppressions of 
both coloniser and colonised. As each pair interacts, personal skeletons are revealed in 
histories which have allegorical socio-political importance regarding the formation of 
Caribbean societies and identities. For example, the second coupling between Lyle 
Hutson and Harriet Shippen/Amron, reverses the dominant/oppressed dialectic. Lyle 
dares to judge her and reveals, with the help of Merle and the metaphysical landscape, 
Harriet’s prejudices and repressed desire and need for communitas. The tables are 
turned on Harriet and, by extension, so is the nature of the power relations between 
oppressed and oppressor.
This is why Lyle is characterized as a male Soucouyant and as the 
Yoriiba deity of iron, Ogun.492 He serves to introduce and accelerate the military 
metaphors of the female metaphysical figure. He invokes the Aeneid (one of the 
earliest accounts of migration and re-settlement), and therefore the Trojan wars when 
Helen was taken by Paris (this will be reversed in the text in that Merle, the mixed
490 Harris, Explorations, A Selection o f Talks and Articles, 32.
491 Marshall, ‘Shaping the World of my Art’, in New Letters, 106.
492 Sandra T. Barnes, ‘Introduction: The Many Faces o f Ogun’, in Barnes, Africa’s Ogun: Old World 
and New, 1-23.
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race La Jablesse will lure the white male who seeks to colonise through the 
application of Aid), ironically pointing to arms and the man and Saul’s future status as 
a “bridegroom” to a female deity493 (pp. 92 and 344). As a revised O gun , Lyle will 
aim himself with the smile of the Soucouyant and ape the debauched behaviour of the 
colonial ruler, as a weapon against Harriet, the descendant of slave-owners. Lyle 
centrally represents O gun  because he “rides” in a Humber, whose metallic silver 
colour' and power recalls the attributes of the deity of war. Furthermore, O gun  was 
one of Q sun's husbands and the romantic connection between Merle and Lyle is 
repeatedly emphasised (pp. 61 and 212-3). His sign is metal and the royal palm 
(pp.298 and 417), and he is to be found where there are torrents of blood494 (the 
African Holocaust). O gun  clears the path and establishes civilisation in the 
wilderness.
Marshall refigures these attributes in a political sense, and makes Lyle 
a postcolonial leader who obfuscates development of the new colony because he has 
seemingly internalised the dress and ways of the colonial master (p. 60). His house, 
which is characterized as an ill-conceived pastiche of the ex-colonial rulers’ elaborate 
homes, is frequented by new black masters of the island who despise the black 
masses. However, Lyle’s constant smile points to his complex characterization. It is 
similar to Merle’s and denotes his role as a male bat-like Soucouyant, and as Merle’s 
familiar (p.436). For example, his touch prompts the emergence in Harriet of her own 
racism and secret feelings o f having a destructive and corrosive nature.
Whereas Harriet normally manipulates the male, Lyle manipulates and 
challenges her authority as the descendant of white slave owners. His various
493 See Hurston, Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings, 387.
494 Adeboye Babalpla, ‘A Portrait of Ogun as Reflected in Ijala Chants’, in Barnes, Africa’s Ogun: Old 
World and New, 163-4. John Pemberton III, ‘The Dreadful God and The Divine King, in Ibid., 105-6.
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representations as a bat or Soucouyant, whose very touch produces a blue/black mark 
on his victim, as “judge” and as seducer o f white females, leads to a psychic fissure in 
Harriet (pp.300 and 458), She feels herself threatened, but due to her colonial 
“blindness”, cannot tell at first from which source the threat emanates. Lyle’s 
“possession” of Harriet’s mind, marked by the blue-black stain characteristic of 
people “ridden” by the Soucouyant extends Merle’s interventions in the text and the 
theme of zombification of the ex-ruler. Harriet, like the impoverished Gwen, whose 
upturned eyes indicate the extent of her contemporary slavery, becomes catatonic due 
to her enforced confrontation with her “history” (pp. 163, 459).
The third deity (deities are normally honoured in threes in the 
diaspora) is Vereson Walkes. He is paired with Allen Fuso whom he attracts then 
abandons for the woman Milly. He functions once again as Merle’s familiar, therefore 
he also exposes the trajectory of oppressions meted out by colonial regimes while also 
exemplifing the contradictions generated by them. Part of the Migrant Farmworkers 
Scheme, Vereson has internalised Western material culture and in building a Western 
car symbolic of individualism, the opposite of communitas, he betrays his people (pp. 
242, 346). The new found confidence he gains once he is able to “ride” (possess), is 
used to commit infanticide (he destroys the white doll whom the Canterbury woman 
worships more than her deceased child), and tricks Allen into thinking him a 
homosexual (pp. 276-7 and 307).
This is why Vereson is characterized as Q$odsi, the Hunter, through 
his stalking then beating of “the Canterbury woman” and his wearing of blue, 
Q$obs? s colour495 (pp. 14015). Q$oosi is O g u rfs brother and the “son” in the name 
of Hutson and Vereson reflects this familial link. He is also characterized as the son of
495 Thompson, Face o f the Gods, 186-91.
269
Osun Yeyeponda and Inle (Qpdosi) who is a man for six months and a woman for six 
months,496 therefore hinting at bi-sexuality, a theme developed in the text through his 
implied sexual relationship with Allen Fuso.
Vereson’s mutilation of Bournehills’ ideals is reflected metaphorically 
in his violence against the female body and destruction of the dolls. While the 
Canterbury Creole lacked a sense of self and history, wishing to be white and 
prostituting her body for gain, the death of her’s and Vereson’s son is the 
consequence of poverty wrought by neo-colonialism, not sloth. Vereson’s Malacca 
cane (a metaphor for QpdosLs bow and arrow), is used in the service of the mutilation 
of the female body, instead of the gathering of food to feed the villagers (p. 188). Like 
Saul, Vereson’s discourses are linked to infanticide (as he sees it) and his mother is 
characterized as the ghost of La Jablesse too, whose child is said to have died in 
childbirth (pp. 324-5 and 27). His own death is symbolic of the inability of the 
technology of the West to address the needs of “underdeveloped” countries. Thus, all 
three revisioned Y oriiba deities, Qsun , O gun  and Q$odsi, are reassembled in the 
text to link the coloniser’s past with the present and, through a series of confessions, 
make sense of New World “history” and female subjectivity.
The dream sequences in the novel consolidate this political use of 
Yoriiba mythology. It is significant that ancestors traditionally convey messages to 
the living Affican-Caribbean through the dream. Marshall revises this procedure in 
the text and has the white Aid workers’ visions and dreams externalised at times of 
African-diasporic ritual. The reader is not made a party to the dreams and visions of 
the Bournehills folk or Merle. Consequently, this relocation o f the ancestral message 
is political in that Marshall was at great pains to externalize and promote the
496 Verger, Notes Sur Le Culte Des Ori?a et Vodun a Bahia, 211.
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veneration o f ancient ritual and discourses.497 By channelling such anti-colonial 
discourses through the coloniser, Marshall is able to juxtapose contending ideologies 
and reconcile them by effectively using the coloniser as a mouthpiece.
For example, Saul’s hallucinations, visions and dreams often take 
place in a waking state and his change of opinion regarding the peoples of the so- 
called “Third World” is provoked by the liminal’s ability to juxtapose diverse rituals 
(pp. 163-165). Therefore, Jewish lessons on suffering and atonement for sins are 
juxtaposed with the suffering of Stinger and Gwen in the cane-cutting ritual of 
disempowerment and exploitation (p. 163). This is contrasted with Harriet’s refusal to 
dream, because she knows, following her experiences of “invisibility” and 
disempowerment at Carnival, that to dream in Bourne Island would mean facing the 
truth of her past and the history of her family’s exploitation of Africans in slavery (pp. 
455-60). Therefore, unlike WSS, where the white Creole dreams of the coloniser and 
of metaphysical flight, in TCPTTF, dreams constitute political revelations 
surrounding powerlessness, the past and its connections to the present.
Marshall concretizes this theme with the politicized and extensive use 
of ew e  in the text. Like Hurston, Morrison and Rhys, she employs flora and fauna 
which belong to Qya, Qstfn, Q$6dsi, $ango, O gun  and Legba, at key moments of 
revelation, confession and metamorphoses in the text. Marshall uses ew e  differently 
however to re-characterize the distant, surreal “houses” of the oral literary 
metaphysical figures. For example, firey yellow zinnias occupy Merle at Lyle’s house 
and they denote the counter-discourse of La Jablesse (pp. 63 and 74). The Banyan 
Tree Club, (banyan frees are believed to house the Soucouyant in the diaspora), is
497 Marshall, ‘Shaping the World of my Art’, in New Letters, 104.
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combined with the mark of the Soucouyant, thus indicating Harriet’s psychological 
probing, occupation and testing by both Merle and Lyle (pp. 96-7).498
Cassia House, so named because of a three hundred year old tree with 
yellow blooms, is associated with the female metaphysical figure because of its
t
twisted form and because yellow is the colour of La Jablesse!Qsun, due to her 
ethnobotanical links with cinnamon (p. 108).499
Merle and Carrington preside over the house whose veranda recalls the 
sloping deck of the slave ship. Yellow and purple hibiscus belong to $ a n g o m and 
surround the yellow faded house of Aunt Tie which constitutes the venue for the 
seduction of the colonial male (p. 355). The silk cotton trees of Leesy’s conjure house 
and the almshouse where blind Seifert stares up at the sun and where Merle tells 
Anancy stories, are believed to house Soucouyants (p. 26, 10 and 223). The tales that 
Merle relentlessly recounts, like the Old Mariner, are politicized in that they are 
frowned on by the islands neo-colonial rulers, Leesy, the Obeah woman’s mango tree, 
belongs to Qsun and the kus kus grass of her mattress is used by Obeah women and 
their clients (pp. 26, 5 and 142).501
In her house the battle is waged between the material (Vere’s 
discourses) and the metaphysical. Leesy evokes the ancestors constantly and even 
goes as far as to collect the plaques from the coffins of the deceased. Cashews are 
invoked at Merle’s first encounter with Saul, and the cashew is the principle piquant 
bush of the Caribbean along with the cactus bush (pp. 66 and 185). Merle will entrap
498 Cabrera, El Monte, 328. Acacia Farnesiana “belongs” to Qsun and E ?u/plegbara, It is used in 
Mayombe incantations. Also see Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands, 64-5. The trees were imported 
from Africa.
499 Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands, 64-5.
500 Cabrera, El Monte, 532.
501 Cus cus or cush cush is a yam. See Allsopp, Dictionary O f Caribbean English Usage, 683. In 
Spanish it is called name, flame volador o Cimarron is used by flying esoteric figures.
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the hapless Saul in a linguistic battle comprised of discourses of the personal and 
historical past. Royal palms are used to characterize the paths of the cars of both Lyle 
and Merle, to indicate their status as deities in disguise who contradict the intentions 
of the Aid workers (the palm belongs to $ango  who is famous for his anti-witchcraft 
activity according to Morton Marks502, p 244) and are emphasised when the Aid 
workers land (pp. 22 and 94).
The casuarina flower, which belongs to Qsun  is used to characterize 
the beachfront colony of the postcolonial light-skinned inhabitants of Bourne Island 
and the white administrators (p. 283). It acts as a counter-discourse to Harriet’s 
attempts to evade Bournehills people and their re-enactment of their enslavement and 
her family’s role in it. The tamarind tree, the scene of Vereson’s fatal crash/sacrifice, 
belongs to QbataJa and is used to give people sweet dreams and to help them to sleep 
(p.186).504 Vereson’s violent death is the opposite of this and points to postcolonial 
society’s failure to exorcise the material values of the coloniser. Marshall uses the 
poisonous and metaphysical sandbox tree to characterize Erskine Vaughan’s house to 
which he has retired having betrayed the workers of Cane Vale (386).505 Leesy’s 
calabash tree belongs to Qsun  and when refashioned as a boli, is used to store the 
Soucouyants discarded skin (p. 26).506 Marshall goes further and invokes salt 
(Merle’s Cassia House is encrusted in salt from the sea, therefore she is impervious to 
it) and broom sage, sugar and rum, the crops used to enslave and enforce a crippling 
monoculture on the islands (pp. 107, 82 and 258).
502 Marks, ‘Exploring El Monte’, in Castellanos et al, En Tomo a Lydia Cabrera, 244.
50j Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands, 19.
504 Cabrera, El Monte, 547. Also see Barlow, The Nature O f The Islands, 97-8. The roots of the 
tamarind tree exude poison.
505 Allsopp, Dictionary O f Caribbean English Usage, 486-7.
506 Cabrera, El Monte, 354-62. Qsun, like the Jack Mulatta, carries a light and cures with it in rivers 
sacred to her.
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This political usage of ew e  speaks to Marks’ characterization of the 
linguistic function and complexity of ewe. Furthermore, Marshall takes the 
Soucouyant s mode of travel, the ball of fire, and aligns it with the sun which she then 
links with the slave rebellion at Pyre Hill, the inhumane conditions of work of Stinger 
and Gwen and blinding revelations, such as Saul’s. The moon is linked to the bombed 
out look of the slum, Harlem Heights and to the poverty and degredation there, and its 
powers are linked to revelations such as Allen’s regarding his sexuality and the luring 
of Saul to Aunt Tie’s house (pp. 311,315, 51 and 470). Such symbolism is in keeping 
with the operation of “dark night people” and constant reference is made to the theme 
of the metaphysical beings who come out after dark .
Marshall’s brilliant portrayal of Merle as a revised Soucouyant/La 
Jablesse is all the more powerful because of the displacement of the traits of these 
metaphysical figures onto the oppressor, Harriet Shippen. This relocation of African- 
diasporic metaphysical traits, extends the meaning of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse 
and permits neologisms regarding possession-trance and the loss of identity. By the 
end of the text, Harriet, not Merle, is returned to the Middle Passage and commits 
suicide in the Atlantic. Merle returns (psychologically) to Africa,508 having gone over 
the past and learnt lessons from it. Harriet’s journey into the past signals her inability 
to learn from the experience. Marshall in fact reverses the oral literary tale by re­
ordering the experience of dislocation and displacement and by suppressing Christian
507 Paul Keens-Douglas, Tell me again: dialect poetry and short stories by Paul Keens -  Douglas (Port 
of Spain, Trinidad: Keensdee Productions, c. 1979), 24-8. Paul Keens-Douglas, Is Town Say So!:
Dialect Poetry and Short stories (Port of Spain, Trinidad: Keensdee Productions, 1981). Paul Keens- 
Douglas, When Moon Shine: Dialect (Port o f Spain, Trinidad: The College P, 1975). 
sos Marshall, ‘Shaping the World of my AiT, in New Letters, 107.
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rituals in favour of African-diasporic ones.
In Praisesong for the Widow, the female protagonist’s sense of loss of 
identity and “homelessness” is even more pronounced but she is able to identify and 
transcend her oppressions at the end of the novel by reconnecting with ritual and 
hence the empowering discourse of the ancestors. The liminal is again used but this 
time to delineate the initiation rite of a widow who is estranged from her diasporic 
community and, by extension, communitas. Marshall focuses in the text on a different 
subjectivity, one that is overtly African-diasporic. Correspondences are constantly 
made between the rituals of two regions of the diaspora, America and the Caribbean. 
This comparative focus generates a broader canvas for the discourses surrounding the 
trajectory of oppressions suffered by diasporic women and focuses on cultural 
similarities among dispossessed New World Africans. This fills in the hiatus in the 
Rhysian text, where the emphasis rests on the identity crisis of the white Creole. As 
the female protagonist makes connections between the rituals of the Caribbean and 
those of America, the reader is simultaneously taught diasporic literacy.509 This is a 
political narrative strategy and one that informs the selection of rituals and the liminal 
in the text. Furthermore, Marshall’s concern to examine the forces that made her, both 
the Caribbean and the Americas, underpins the way in which of the female 
protagonists are represented in the text.
Therefore, PFTW  is a postcolonial examination of the series of 
oppressions, postcolonial, economic, racial and gendered, which cause psychic trauma 
in the African-diasporic female. However, as Rhonda Cobham argues, the moment of 
breakdown can denote healing:
509 Abena P.A. Busia, ‘What Is Your Nation?: Reconnecting Africa and Her Diaspora through Paule 
Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow’, in Wall, Changing Our Own Words: Essays On Criticism, 
Theory, And Writing By Black Women, 197-8.
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In the novels of Caribbean women, mental breakdowns 
also occur but they seldom mark the final position of the 
protagonist at the end of the story. Rather, they are used as 
emotionally releasing devices which help the female 
protagonist articulate her sense of social inadequacy and 
spiritual deprivation.510
Again, ritual is used to convey this expression of dislocation and 
deprivation, but this time the Pan-African ritual of Big Drum functions as a catalyst 
for the narrative and political act of possession-trance. Avatara is possessed by 
Great Aunt Cuney at the end of the novel and this is an innovative and clever use of 
possession-trance as a healing medium in the literary text. Just as Milkman is 
possessed by the female ancestor, Pilate, in SOS, Great Aunt Cuney displaces the 
male Legba figure of Lebert Joseph by possessing him, thereby symbolically and 
narratively usurping male mythology and validating the role of the female 
metaphysical figure. This unusual juxtaposition reverses the Manichean allegory and 
illustrates female power.
Through the mythic figure and the ritual o f Big Drum which represents 
the veneration of ancestors and their ritual “feeding” the ancestor figure of Great Aunt 
Cuney thematically dominates the text and leads Avatara to cultural and spiritual 
awareness.512 Like Merle, she is a figure of conscience and exposes the “dangerous 
divisions” in the female psyche which lead to psychic breakdowns. Her interventions
5,0 Rhonda Cobham, ‘Revisioning Our Kumblas: Transforming Feminst and Nationalist Agendas in 
Three Caribbean Women’s Texts’, in Callaloo 16:1 (1993), 58.
511 Big Drum is a new world ritual of ancestor veneration with an emphasis on the remembrance of 
African ancestry. Many o f the people of Carriacou know which African “nations” their foreparents 
originated from (the author of this thesis is of Igbo and Cromanti descent) and these connections are 
celebrated through dance and drumming: See Alan Lomax, ‘Saraca: Funerary Music o f Carriacou', 
tracks 12-24, Caribbean Voyage, The 1962 Field Recordings: The Alan Lomax Collection, Rounder 
Records, 2000, for many o f the Big Drum songs. Many of the Big Drum songs focus on the female 
deity and ewe. See McDaniel, ‘Memory Songs: Community, Flight and Conflicts in the Big Drum 
Ceremony of Carriacou, Grenada’ 82. Also see David, Folklore O f Carriacou, 17-28. Hill, The Impact 
o f Migration On The Metropolitan And Folk Society O f Carriacou, 363.
512 David, Folklore O f Carriacou, 17-26. Also see Lomax, ‘Saraca: Funerary Music o f Carriacou\ 
track 24, Caribbean Voyage.
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provoke a series of flashbacks which house memories relating to rituals, both public
and private. Each flashback is generated by a Caribbean ritual, and the comparative
thrust of this narrative ploy is political. Marshall is advocating closer ties between
peoples of the diaspora by illustrating their similar socio-political predicaments.
In the novel, this ancestor’s intervention through the dream hastens the
breakdown, and illness denotes the beginning of the reconnection with the ancestral
realm and the self. In the Big Drum ritual, the ancestors are summoned by the laying
out of ritual food and the beating of the drum and, in the novel, this denotes a moment
of innovative eclipse of the consciousness (those possessed do not recall the
possession). The moment of “occupation” by the ancestor acts as a synecdoche for the
reclamation by the widow, who is represented as being allegorically bereft of
communitas. As Nana Wilson-Tagoe argues:
[T]he remarkable thing about Marshall’s novel is the way it 
pieces together fragments of ritual, mythology, and custom 
to create a psychocultural space that connects areas of the 
diaspora with each other and ultimately with Africa. The 
larger meanings imbued in the rituals extend beyond Africa 
to embrace the larger confraternity which African people 
created in the New World with the “bare bones” of 
remembered culture.513
Most importantly, in this text the representation of rituals, small and 
private or large and communal, is designed to link the metaphysical ceremonies of the 
diaspora in order to illustrate the similar histories of New World Africans. This also 
serves to underline Marshall’s argument that the loss of the ancestor and the 
oppressions of the past explain the feelings of dislocation with self and place of the 
modem subject.514 Caught between two forms of modernity, one material and
513 Wilson-Tagoe, Historical Thought and Literacy Representation in West Indian Literature, 267.
514 Marshall, ‘Shaping the World o f my Art’, in New Letters, 106.
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debilitating, the other metaphysical and enabling, Avatara Johnson vacillates and her 
painful “spiritual odyssey” represents the odyssey of the wider diasporic community 
of women. Marshall points to this theme when she states her interest in the 
examination of forces which “assault” the identity of diasporic women.515 She argues 
that “history”, the reclamation of rituals of identity, acts as an antidote to these 
assaults. For Marshall, diasporic “history” is contained as much in the ritualistic 
expression of oral literature, dance, music and song, as it is in books.516
For example, as Avatara voyages physically and psychologically, 
through her life and the two seemingly disparate regions of the diaspora, America and 
the Caribbean, it is made clear that she is caught between two cultures, Euro- 
American and African-American. The voyage is undertaken at the expense of 
Avatara5s psychic health. She is forced by the ancestor, Great Aunt Cuney, to make 
the transition from psychic breakdown to wholeness, through the remembrance of 
rituals and participation in a central ritual of healing, the Big Drum Dance of 
Carriacou. Avatara’s personal and communal relations to the rituals, are delineated in 
the text and differ vastly to those of Antoinette of WSS. This is because Avatara 
relates to rituals and stories from her childhood which nurtured her and her family and 
gave them a sense of identity and New World community. Antoinette’s remembrance 
of rituals, on the other hand, is exploitative and used for personal gain. Because, like 
Zora Neale Hurston in TEWWG, Rhys chooses to submerge the female protagonists’ 
wiles, there is a more limited analysis of ritual in WSS and its correspondences to the 
formation of Caribbean female subjectivity is therefore also limited. In PFTW  
multiple analyses of ritual takes place, ceremonies are compared across two regions of
515 Daryl Cumber Dance, ‘An Interview with Paule Marshall5, Southern Review 28:1 (January 1992), 4- 
6 .
516 Paule Marshall, Merle and other stories (London: Virago P, 1985), 7-8.
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the diaspora, and links are sought with their origins in West Africa. These divergent 
presentations of ritual point to the communities from which the two writers stem.
Within the metaphysical parameters within which I view 
Marshall’s characterization, Great Aunt Cuney may represent a revised La Jablesse, 
Through a series of dreams, she lies in wait for Avatara and forces her to 
acknowledge the ritual and metaphysical in her life. This ancestor, like Merle, acts as 
both a figure of conscience and a liminal figure. Because Avatara is lured rather than 
being the enticer, Marshall is able to award her even greater psychological depth than 
Merle. Unlike Merle, of TCPTTP and Antoinette, of WSS, whose discourses are so 
unreliable that it is difficult to asceitain then* true histories or characters, Avatara 
relates her story somewhat incoherently due to her disturbed state, but in episodes 
provoked by the similarity of rituals in the New World. Her own story is paralleled by 
that of the Igbos of Ibo Landing and, through this strategy, Marshall is seeking to 
validate the New World mythologies’ relevance to the present.517
The Igbos reinvented their fate by accessing the metaphysical and 
literally walking on water. Avatara too returns by a torturous process of reclamation. 
Great Aunt Cuney is also seeking to reconcile the disparate parts of Avatara’s life 
before she undergoes an irreversible psychic collapse due to the socio-political 
pressures of racism and sexism which have brought about her emotional stasis. 
Furthermore, by dividing the book into four sections which correspond with the 
initiation process of a “Lave Tete”,518 Marshall is signalling the wider significance of 
the widow’s personal history and Great Aunt Cuney’s intention to co-opt male
517 Igbos are an African nation from eastern Nigeria. They were renowned for committing mass suicide 
as a means of rebelling against slavery and as a means of re-uniting with lost kin in Africa. The Igbos 
have veiy high status in Carriacou and must be recognised early on in the Big Drum Dance.
518 See Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 200. This African derived New World ritual, common to Santeria, 
Vodun and Candomble, symbolises the union of an individual and her deity. The deity is placed in the 
individuals o ri  or head. E w e  are central to this ritual. See Metraux, Ibid,, 121 and 199-200.
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mytholgies and diasporic rituals in order to foreground the female figure. Because of 
the comparative representation of ritual in the text, Great Aunt Cuney’s co-option of 
male mythologies and the deitic body is broader and has wider political significations. 
Furthermore, her series of “possessions” via the dream sequence and, when that fails, 
somatic visitations, graphically represents the continued relevance and “presence” of 
tire ancestor.
In the ritual of “Lave Tete” the deity is “placed” via metaphysical 
means in the o r /  or head of the acolyte, in order to connect the individual with 
metaphysical powers and ancestral myths having a bearing on contemporary 
dilemmas surrounding identity, gender and empowerment. In PFTW  Marshall uses 
ew e  connected with Qsun , Qya, $ango  and Qbatala, to chart Avatara’s return to 
Africa, in other words her psychological odyssey back to the personal and historical 
past. Just as the acolyte receives the ew e  through incisions into the head, Rosalie 
Parvay’s and Milda’s ministrations to Avatara’s collapsed body, serve the same 
purpose of instilling the deity in the consciousness of the acolyte (p. 217). Limes 
belong to Qsun and so does the calabash tree which adorns the denuded Big Drum 
yard where Avatara will be possessed by her ancestors (p. 234).519 In this text, ewe, 
for example the unnamed herbs of Shad Dawson’s Wood, “Doctor” Benitha Grant’s 
pharmacy of herbs and myrtle bush, the flamboyant trees of the hillsides surrounding 
Grand Anse beach (the flamboyant belongs to $ango  and Qya) and the palm leaves 
of Lebert Joseph’s rum shop (the palm belongs to Qango), all point to Avatara’s slow 
recovery of identity and history.520
519 Limes are used in Santeria initiation ceremonies. Cabrera, El Monte, 466. Limo de Rio “belongs” to 
Qsun and is used to obtain her favour.
520 Flamboyant is associated with the legend of $ango  and Qya  where the latter frees $ango  through 
use o f the trees flrey properties. The flamboyant is used to summon Qya. The royal palm is sacred to
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The novel’s dual setting illustrates the parallels in terms of Affican- 
diasporic mythologies of liberation conveyed through story-telling from generation to 
generation. Simplistic dichotomies of Western as material and Southern rural 
economies as spiritual, are again avoided and Guilah as well as Carriacouan 
mythologies are foregrounded.521 In this novel, the female protagonist’s transition 
from psychic breakdown to wholeness and communitas is violently provoked by the 
ancestral figure of Great Aunt Cuney, who appears to Avatara in a dream after her 
cruise ship makes a stop at Mount Pelee in Martinique.
Disguise and the inside/outside ability to metamorphose of La 
Jablesse/Soucouyant is used as an educative tool in the text and Avatara is put 
through a series of “testing rituals” by Great Aunt Cuney. This is why emphasis is 
repeatedly placed on Cuney’s hat, which hides her face. This is highly suggestive of 
the tactic of La Jablesse who hides her demonic features and therefore, dual 
characterization, with a wide-brimmed, old-fashioned hat. Furthermore, Cuney’s long 
skirts emphasise her La Jablesse signification and Marshall continuously foregrounds 
the old woman’s long stride (pp. 32, 241) Additionally, Great Aunt Cuney’s 
association with dance, the “Ring Shout” possession-trance, underscores her 
rebellious nature and link with possessing female metaphysical figures (pp. 33-34). 
Like the rebellious Pilate in Song o f Solomon, who progressively leads Milkman to a 
sense of awareness of the past, Cuney manifests as the sunglasses-wearing “cowboy” 
taxi driver who rescues Avatara on the wharf, Avatara’s deceased husband, Lebert 
Joseph of Rock Haven Bar and Ti Morne, Carriacou, and as Milda, the strong and 
silent maid o f Rosalie Parvay’s liminal initiation house.
$ k n g o /J a k u ta  and is believed to have magical properties. Rum is used throughout the African 
diaspora as a libation to ancestors and deities. See Cabrera, El Monte, 149 and 426.
521 Margaret Washington Creel, ‘Guilah Attitudes toward Life and Death’, in Holloway, Africanisms in 
American Culture, 70, 86 and 89.
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Great Aunt Cuney’s series of metamorphoses begins with the taxi 
driver who seemingly rejects African-derived culture in favour of the commercialised 
American acquisitive culture. With his “blind man’s smile in the mirror”, as he 
recounts the merits of hotels and dismisses the beauty of Grand Anse beach, the taxi 
driver/Great Aunt Cuney, plays devil’s advocate (p. 80). His grudging respect for the 
“Out-Islanders” thrift and enterprise is marred by his lack o f comprehension of their 
need to honour the ancestors. He is seemingly mystified by the Carriacouan insistence 
on adhering to the ancient patois of the island; the driver terms the language “just 
some African mix-up something” (p. 75). Like his gawdy acquisitions (miniature 
cowboy boots, raucous country-and-western cassettes and an old American 
Chevrolet), his discourse increasingly disgusts Avatara who quickly learns to 
appreciate what he despises and despise what he appreciates (p. 79). The taxi 
driver/Great Aunt Cuney acts as a trickster in this regard, forcing Avatara to 
appreciate her long-discarded cultural roots.
In keeping with the ritual naming of the chapters, Avatara, the 
symbolic acolyte, must shed her inhibitions and symbols of status in order to 
repossess communitas and relate once again to the diasporic community and 
herself.522 Therefore, the gothic visitation she receives from her dead husband/Great 
Aunt Cuney in the multi-national hotel juxtaposes the liminal with the “real” and 
illustrates the degree of zombification of the diasporic subject who forgets the 
ancestor. Like Toni Morrison, Marshall, in an earlier text, is arguing for the retention 
of the ancestor and shows the ill effects of relinquishing ancestral discourses in the 
diasporic community. Having seen a second vision on the balcony of the impersonal 
and intrusive hotel, where she is confronted by the ghost of her late husband, Jerome
522 See Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 124.
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Johnson, Avatara sheds her “second skin” of disguise. She dispenses with her girdle, 
handbag, hat and shoes and ventures out on to the “stage” of Grand Anse Beach 
(P-79)
This shedding of the skin like that of the Soucouyant, is occasioned by
Avatara’s recognition of the existence of this false skin or assimilated persona, in both
herself and her late husband. She realises that she has been “possessed” or zombified
by American material culture and that this has destroyed the rites of love and survival
she and her husband had inherited and celebrated daily:
They were tilings which would have counted little in the 
world’s eye. To an outsider, some of them would even 
appear ridiculous, childish, cullud. Two grown people 
holding a pretend dance in their living room! And spending 
their Sunday mornings listening to gospels and reciting 
fragments of old poems while eating coffee cake! A ride on 
a Jim Crow bus each summer to visit the site of an 
unrecorded, uncanonized miracle! (p. 136).
And there it had been, as she had feared, staling up at her 
from Jerome Johnson’s sealed face: that other face with the 
tight joyless look which she had surprised from time to time 
over the years. Jerome Johnson was dead, but it was still 
alive; in the midst of his immutable silence, the sound of its 
mirthless, triumphant laughter could be heard ringing 
through the high nave of the church, (p. 133).
Terrified by the superimposed, gleefully laughing “second skin” which she perceived 
on the deceased face of Jerome Johnson in his coffin, Avatara’s mind becomes a 
tabula rasa, ready once more for the inscription of rites of remembrance.(p. 151).
Avatara’s rebirth through the dream and ritual, is different to that of 
Antoinette in WSS because the ambiguities and contradictions of her subjectivity are 
of a different order. Avatara can only access a lost African homeland through the 
evocation of the “bare bones” of diasporic ritual and the ancestor. This is why Papa 
Legba/Lebert Joseph’s signification is different to that of Baptiste in WSS. Although
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both characters are awarded deity-like traits, the character of Lebert is far more finely 
tuned psychologically. In order for the diasporic female to resurrect her lost 
communitas, she must not only identify with the African-derived metaphysical figure, 
but also commune with the deity most able to open the way for her identification with 
the wider diasporic community. Thus, Avatara is described in terms of a new-born 
baby and her rebirth is signalled by her meeting with Lebert Joseph/Great Aunt Cuney 
(p. 149).
Lebert functions thematically in the text as the catalyst for the recovery 
of lost communitas. His interventions lead the widow to reclaim her lost identity as 
part of the whole diasporic community, not just the African-American. He represents 
timelessness in the text because he is representative of E?u/]?l$bara/pQ$& Legba, the 
deity who stands at the crossroads between the living and the dead.523 He is the gate­
keeper, as the final chapter’s epigraph suggests and, historically, myths and o r ik i  
surrounding him emphasis his unpredictable and cunning nature. He is a trickster, 
who can perform miraculous feats and protect those in danger. He must be offered 
sacrifices of food and drink before any of the other deities. If not, he deliberately 
causes mayhem, and this mayhem is represented in the text by Avatara’s increasing 
illness and hallucinations. For this reason he is sent away swiftly by worshippers, who 
despatch him to intercede on their behalf with the other deities and thereby prevent 
any mischief he might feel inclined to cause.
Philosophically, E $ u /  £l$gbara/LGgb& reminded people of the 
diaspora to keep their wits about them. His powers to frustrate and cause chaos teach 
his followers never to take things at face value. Much like Anancy, Legba 
dissimulates in order to gain the upper hand, and this is an essential lesson in the
523 Ibid., 101-2.
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diaspora with its communities in crisis. Legba is multiple yet one, at the same time
and Esu Vira is an example of a female Legba in the diaspora.524 Therefore, the link
with Great Aunt Cuney/female metaphysical figure, is not only logical but also
political. It serves principally to relocate power in the female body. Within the context
of Avatara’s disempowerment and the sickness of her body, this foretells Avatara’s
recovery of purpose after her “possession” during the Big Drum Dance of Carriacou,
by her ancestor who is also her namesake,
Lebert thus increasingly exhibits feminine traits as he interrogates,
dances for and sings Big Drum songs to Avatara:
‘“We di la wen Juba525... '” he sang, and his voice also 
sounded more youthful. Moreover, it had taken on a 
noticeably feminine tone. The same was true of his 
gestures. The hand snapping the invisible skirt back and 
forth, the thrusting shoulders, the elbow flicking out —  all 
were the movements of a woman, (p. 179).
Most importantly, Great Aunt Cuney’s metamorphoses graphically illustrate the 
theme of the reinvention of the self and Caribbean female subjectivity. Each 
metamorphosis represents this renegotiation of modem postcolonial subjectivity. This 
connection between Great Aunt Cuney and Lebert Joseph represents the linking by 
Marshall of the two regions of the diaspora and it exposes the region’s trajectory of 
oppressions illustrating the strategies necessary for the reinvention of self which 
Marshall is arguing diasporic women must undertake. Whereas Rhys emphasised 
ritual’s function in assimilating the white Creole, Marshall emphasises its role in 
reconstituting the Afiican-diasporic female subject. Lebert/Cuney/Legba’s constant,
524 Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey, 29-30.
525 Beverly J. Robinson, ‘Africanisms and the Study of Folklore’, in Holloway, Africanisms in 
American Culture, 214-17.
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hypnotic metamorphoses, confirms Great Aunt Cuney’s presence and Avatara notes
Lebert’s “endless array of personas” at the Big Drum Dance (p. 243).
Lebert’s signification as Legba is underscored on the island of
Carriacou itself, by his ancient appearance and ability to metamorphose as he waits
for Avatara at the crossroads. Here, in this liminal lieu de memoir e, where peoples of
African descent still honour the ancestors and “feed” them ritually,
Lebert/Legba/Cuney, is able to fully expose then reconcile the warring factors in
Avatara’s psychological make-up. His timelessness as the representative of ancient
and New World ceremonies of reconcilation, is butressed by that of Carriacou’s Big
Drum, designed to reinvent cultural and racial alliances in the face o f diasporic
fragmentation and assaults on identity;
Her eyes must be playing tricks on her again she told 
herself, as they had done that last day on the Bianca Pride, 
because the man suddenly appeared older (if such a thing 
were possible), o f an age beyond reckoning, his body more 
misshapen and infirm than ever before. . . . That was one 
moment. The next —  as if to confirm that she had been 
indeed seeing things — the crippled figure up ahead shifted 
to his good leg, pulled his body as far upright as it would go 
(throwing off at least a thousand years as he did), and was 
hurrying forward with his brisk limp to take her arm (pp.
232-33).
Along the coastline at the northern end she spied a tranquil 
bay sheened with sunlight. The Smooth Water Bay of the 
bearded old woman last night! Everything fleeting and 
ephemeral. The island more a mirage rather than an actual 
place. Something conjured up perhaps to satisfy a longing 
and need (p.254).
Furthermore, the liminal’s ability to reinvent the female Caribbean 
subject in gestation, is buttressed by three dreams. This again recalls WSS and the 
dream sequence’s function therein. Three dreams buttress these liminal 
representations, as in WSS, and illustrate the ancestral message. In this text the dream
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serves to illustrate the struggle at the site of identity and the contradictions inherent in 
reconciling two different versions of “history”. While Avatara favours the received 
historiography o f Western technology, Great Aunt Cuney represents metaphysical 
versions of African-derived oral literary “history”. This is why all three dreams are 
characterized by unusual juxtapositions. For example, in the first dream, the house at 
North White Plains is juxtaposed with Shad Dawson’s haunted wood. Urban is thus 
juxtaposed with rural and separated and hostile communities are contrasted with Golla 
[Guilah] Mack and the usually united residents of Tatem (pp. 32-7)
The female metaphysical figure is juxtaposed with the female 
bourgeoise and the ideological disjuncture between these ways of life is 
metaphorically represented by the fight between Avatara and her elderly great-aunt. 
Class and capitalist considerations provoke Avatara into symbolically dismissing 
diasporic legend and rituals by refusing to go on the ritual walk, (pp. 40-5). This first 
dream precedes the narrative, and there is therefore a sense of incomplete admissions 
even as Avatara recalls her feelings of outrage and shame at rejecting her great-aunt. 
This dream is representative of Victor Turner’s “separation” stage of the ceremony of 
initiation. Straddled, as the dream graphically illustrates, between two communities 
and ways of life, Avatara choses to fight for the mink stole, symbolic of her arrested 
spirit.
The second dream/hallucination, follows the decadent “Peach Parfait” 
which Avatara fails to consume in a dining-room named after a palace in Versailles 
notorious for its division of Africa (pp. 46-50). Ill, disoriented and afraid, Avatara is 
literally pursued by La Jablesse again in the form of a constantly metamorphosing 
great-aunt (pp. 53-60). This time, the “haints” of Shad Dawson’s wood stalk her into 
the depths of the cruiser, chosen because of its whiteness by Thomasina, Clarice and
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herself, where she experiences the form of suffocation known to slaves on the Middle 
Passage (pp. 56, 60). Marshall destroys the myth of opulence by illustrating the 
sources of capitalist wealth. The skeletal ghosts which importunately grasp at 
Avatara5 s clothing, are slaves, come back to haunt her. This phase is representative of 
the “margin55 or liminal state, where possibilities for reinvention o f self and 
reformulation of society arise.
Her sojourn in Carriacou accelerates the dream sequences and visions. 
The dream sequences function thematically to demonstrate Avatara5 s retrieval of 
identity and affiliation with place. She can at last recognise the layered persona of the 
metaphysical figure, Lebert/Legba/Cuney and this illustrates her recognition of her 
“history55 and self. The intense hallucination regarding Lebert and the actions of the 
people around her at the Big Drum, marks her entry into the world of the ancestors. 
When she dances the “Carriacou Tramp55, Avatara, unlike the reader, does not realise 
that she has been possessed by her ancestor, and name-sake, Avatara (pp. 250-1). As 
the elders in the dance bow to her, she still has not acknowledged the ultimate dream- 
state, that of possession or “aggregation55. She has managed to make the connection 
between rituals of two regions and this symbolises her reunification of a fragmented 
psyche:
But as her arms went up and her body seemed about to soar 
off into the night, his [Lebert5s] smile faded, and was 
replaced by the gaze that called to mind a jeweler's loupe. .
. . His over-sized hands went out, bringing to a halt for a 
moment the slow-moving tide around them. And then he 
bowed, a profound, solemn bow that was like a 
genuflection (p. 250).
In WSS, the oppressed white Creole dreams. In this text, the African- 
American dreams in the Caribbean and therefore different kinds of zombification and 
contradictions are illustrated. Marshall’s representation of the female metaphysical
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figure shifts in this text. It is dependent on the themes which the author wishes to 
foreground and on the perspectives on diasporic and postcolonial history and its 
contradictions, which she wishes to contrast. All these perspectives are mediated by 
the factors of time and space. The era in which the women write, with its attendant 
preoccupations and conceptualisations of the oral literature’s role in literature, 
impacts on the way the figure is presented. While the representation of Avatara is 
profoundly diasporic and attempts to bridge the gap between Caribbean and African- 
American lives, that of Merle owes more to universal diasporic associations between 
oppressed groups of the world.
Therefore, PFTW  would appear to indicate a more essentialist shift in 
Marshall’s conceptualisation of the African-diasporic female figure’s negotiation of 
identity and history. However, this focus on African-derived communities is not 
essentialist, rather it invites comparisons between related groups and provides much 
needed linkages between diasporic rituals and, therefore, socio-political situations. 
The comparative thrust of the novel, rather than belying difference, invites it, and as 
the reader views these juxtapositions, broader connections across oppressed groups 
everywhere can be made. In contrast, the work of the second author to be discussed in 
this chapter, Jamaica Kincaid, illustrates a different usage of the liminal, the female 
metaphysical figures of the Soucouycmt and La Jablesse and their application to the 
socio-political situation in the colonial and neo-colonial Caribbean.
Kincaid, like Marshall, decries essentialism, but refutes close 
associations with Africa. As a result, her work uses different criteria for the 
conceptualisation and operation of the female metaphysical figure. Although Marshall 
advocates wider liaisons between oppressed groups such as Africans and Jews in 
TCPTTP, her statement regarding identity in PFTW  is Pan-African. No such Pan-
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Africanism applies in Kincaid's works and she is at pains to reinvent the Caribbean 
female subject along pluralistic racial lines. This is not to say that Kincaid is not 
aware of the African-derived origins of the figures or of their impact on her life and 
writing:
Reality was not to be trusted the thing you saw before you 
was not really quite to be trusted because it might represent 
something else. And the thing you didn’t see might be right 
there —  I mean, there were so many stories about people 
who were followed home by a dead person, and the dead 
person eventually led them into a pond. People would say,
“Oh, the jablesse are out tonight.” ...She [her Carib 
grandmother] was an obeah woman, perhaps not on the 
Haitian scale. . . . She did have friends who were
M r
soucriants.
However, she relegates the racial and foregrounds the universal in 
order to debunk essentialism and the Manichean allegory as she sees it. Kincaid 
focuses on a particular female subjectivity and constellation of oppressions in her two 
texts, A t the Bottom o f the River and The Autobiography o f my Mother. Unlike Rhys, 
she foregrounds the indigenous Carib peoples and the Affican-Carib. Although Rhys 
had a great interest in the Caribs and spent time among them, they are largely absent 
from her writing. Kincaid, on the other hand, illustrates the hybrid Carib’s 
confrontations with the ambiguities her identity presents in a colonial society. Like 
Rhys, Kincaid emigrated to the metropole, in her case America, so her perspective is 
similarly that of the immigrant regarding alienation and loss. However, her mode of 
“writing back” to the master narrative and text involves writing back to Rhys’s Wide 
Sargasso Sea, and by extension, Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. This is because, for 
Kincaid, the white Creole text on the psychology of the African-Caribbean female 
subject, houses serious omissions regarding the Carib female and the treatment of the
526 Selwyn R. Cudjoe, ‘Jamaica Kincaid and the Modernist Project: An Interview’ > in Cudjoe, 
Caribbean Women Writers, 226.
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African-derived figures of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse. This is why, in both 
ATBOTR and TAOMM, Kincaid revises the socio-political forces which shape the 
character of the female protagonist. She focuses on the African-Carib female 
protagonist in order to illustrate her negotiations of identity in a colonial realm and 
relates the autobiography of the child left behind after the “mother/land’s” 
death/usurpation by the colonial master.
It is significant that Kincaid writes back to the Caribbean-Creole text 
and that Rhys wrote back to the European colonial text regarding the white female 
Creole. For Kincaid, the Creole as well as the European represents oppression. 
Furthermore, while Rhys portrays the liminal landscape and metaphysical figure in 
terms which facilitate the Creole’s greater identification with the Caribbean subjects 
she had enslaved in the past, Kincaid's portrayal revises these identifications. She is at 
pains to point out the disassociations with the “motherlands” (both metropolitan and 
Caribbean) that the Creoles generated for the Carib and African-Caribbean and the 
psychic fissures generated by the double consciousness of the Caribbean subject. Yet 
she is also keen to point out the opportunities inherent in that double consciousness 
and hybridity for the reinvention of self and “motherland” in the liminal realm. She 
therefore constantly contrasts the “real” with the liminal, employing an incantatory 
prose which plays on its own contradictions. For example, each sentence contrasts 
contending ideologies and the dual ideologies interlaced in the prose are therefore 
open to investigation by the adolescent and, by extension, the reader. The mind of the 
adolescent, itself dual, as it psychologically and physically leaves one state and enters 
another, is an apt perspective from which to view rival discourses. The narrative 
effect foregrounds conflict and yet the prose is lyrical and therefore has a trickster
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quality which disguises the dislocations, anger and identity crises of the female 
subject.
The rituals that Kincaid uses to foreground these dislocations between 
self and place are different to those used by both Marshall and Kincaid. She uses the 
adolescent’s rite of passage, rather than the huge communal public festivals presented 
by Marshall or the Creole’s co-option of African-derived ceremonies of 
metamorphosis, to indicate transcendences of race, class and sex. For example, in the 
collection of short stories, A t The Bottom O f The River, Kincaid uses die trope of the 
female body at puberty, a threshold period of transition and metamorphosis, to 
somatically demonstrate the torturous transition of the colonised subject/nation from 
slavery to independence.527 She uses the female subject’s questioning and challenging 
of authority as a synecdoche for the emergence of nationalism and the break with the 
“Mother country” or imperial power. The adolescent female body’s transient state is a 
useful tool for representing pluralities and transitions. Through use of the one image 
of the adolescent, the author can represent several contending psychic states 
simultaneously and this accords well with the double consciousness of the colonial 
subject.
Furthermore, the dyad of the Mother-Daughter relationship at the stage 
of the child’s puberty, which Kincaid revisits repeatedly in her works, is again a 
metaphor for the process of breaking ties with the imperial power. The complex 
psychological, linguistic and cultural revisions these ruptures generate in the neo­
colonial subject, who has been made dependent on colonial power, are repeatedly 
represented in the text through the adolescent. Memories of the mother’s love for the 
child as an infant are represented as unreliable and treacherous because of the
527 Jamaica Kincaid, At the Bottom o f the River (London: Vintage, 1997).
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“Mother country’s” former representation of the “children” of the colonies as loved 
and cared for by an omnipotent imperial power, superior in every way.
This is why, in Kincaid’s ATBOTR, the liminal landscape constantly 
vies with colonial story-book images and metamorphoses, often trapping and 
maiming the defiant adolescent. Kincaid represents this entrapment in linguistic and 
demographic terms. The anonymous child’s thoughts are represented as cyclical, they 
are unable to transcend their oppressions in the first eight stories and this series of 
piquants is buttressed spatially by a “trickster” landscape. Consequently, memory is 
represented as unreliable and contradictory or as effaced or repressed, reflecting the 
case of the Carib nations. Therefore alter egos people the landscape in order to 
address these misrepresentations of the female Caribbean subject and the “absence” of 
Carib female psychology in the colonial text. If the adolescent is prevented from 
experiencing the real history of the region, she invents alter egos from the Carib and 
African-Caribbean races, who will do this for her, or at least represent incidents from 
the real historical experiences of Caribbean people.
For this reason, figures such as the “Red Girl” stand in direct antithesis 
to the colonial regime and centrally represent the adolescent’s/newly-emerging 
nation’s rebellion against her former masters and their systemised mind control (p. 
11). Female households belie the patriarchal colonial regime. Because the past, along 
with received “history”, is unreliable, the anonymous child of the stories must 
reinvent the self and the landscape because of the stubbornly tenacious hegemony 
regarding race, class and gender, which the colonial power has left in the Caribbean 
region through insidious rituals of indoctrination in the education system and via 
colonial parents (p. 40).
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Autobiography therefore is politically-coded in Kincaid’s work. It 
thematically exposes the real history of the region by equating the personal with the 
public and by representing the very strong link between both the private and the 
political via the problematic relationship between mother and daughter. This strategy 
allows Kincaid to demonstrate the violent undercurrents of the colonial interventions 
in the Caribbean and thereby to revise received historiography. The representation of 
the mother’s and the child’s autobiographies “writes back” to the Rhysian 
representations of the mother-daughter relationship, in that it contrasts the ruling 
Creole’s perception of Caribbean society with that of the African-Caribbean 
subalterns. Therefore, timelessness has a different function in Kincaid’s work. It 
illustrates the retention of the Manichean allegory of the coloniser as well as the 
ancient combative power of the African-Caribbean and Carib nations and their liminal 
landscape. This is why the metaphysical figures of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse 
have such a markedly dual function in Kincaid’s work representing both the ensnaring 
capacity of the imperial power and the historically combative Maroon propensities of 
the Caribs and African-Caribbeans.
The reconciliations which the Kincaidian subject has to negotiate are 
far different from those of the white Creole, as are the contradictions: she must 
reconcile contending cultures inherent in her psychological and racial make-up. By 
examining the Carib, African-Caribbean and European perspectives on “history”, by 
roaming through the Caribbean liminal landscape in a demographically- 
psychologically informed exploration of the minds of the coloniser and colonised, and 
by questioning the discourses of the “Mother/land”, the Kincaidian protagonist 
attempts to transcend the trajectory of oppressions which seek to trap her “In
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History”.528 Because Kincaid’s novels are adolescent-centred, the first person singular 
dominating all three texts, the author displaces the male conqueror’s dominance of 
both language and the colonised female body. In WSS, the reader hears “Rochester’s” 
concerns and voice directly at length. The colonial male is afforded no such luxury in 
Kincaid’s texts. The female, mixed African-Carib, pubescent viewpoint on issues 
ranging from gender relations, the role of women, colonial education, “spirit thievery” 
and “zombification”, is privileged in her work.529 However, this deliberate relegation 
of the coloniser’s perspective is shown in the incantatory and hypnotic prose, to be an 
evasion often doomed to failure.
Critics have assessed Kincaid’s anti-heroines. Diane Simmons 
identifies Kincaid’s texts with Milton’s Paradise Lost and Charlotte Bronte’s Jane 
Eyre.53° This is because of the Kincaidian protagonist’s identification with Lucifer, 
battling against an omniscient power, and Jane Eyre’s struggle against “an oppressive 
class system”. Simmons briefly records Kincaid’s employment of the figures of the 
Soucouyant and La Jablesse and deems her work an act of “conjure” which defies 
colonial containment or categorisation. She states that Kincaid embroiders the fabric 
of her own autobiographical writing with myth and legend, using rhythmic, 
incantatory, repetitive prose to lull readers into a false sense of security.531 Arguing 
that Kincaid’s work focuses on the themes of “Lost Paradise” and “Impossible 
Return”, which leads to confusion on the personal level in the female protagonist,
Simmons points to the impossibility of maturation in such a chaotic region.
Because Obeah has the power to see through the disguises of colonialism, it is a
528 Jamaica Kincaid, ‘In History5, in Callaloo 20,1 (1997), 1-2 and 7.
529 Carolyn Cooper, ‘"Something Ancestral Recaptured.”5,in Nasta, Motherlands, 64-73.
5j0 Diane Simmons, ''Jamaica Kincaid and the Canon: In Dialogue With Paradise Lost and Jane Eyre’, 
in MELUS 23:2 (Summer 1998), 65-6.
5j1 Simmons, Jamaica Kincaid, (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1994), 39 and 47.
532 Ibid., 1-3 and 102.
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useful tool and one which the daughter of the texts is sometimes a victim of, even as
she employs magical means of manipulating reality.
Helen Tiffin argues that postcolonial writers employ allegory as a site
of anti-colonial or postcolonial discourses and, as a result, emphasise the reading of
signs and their own speaking subject positions.533 She states that Kincaids’s
employment of African-Caribbean oral literature and its inherent ntuals o f dance and
the inversion and subversion of Standard English, rescues the African-Caribbean
female body534 from school-room literary recitations premised on inculcating
obedience in the “native” populace. Deeming such recitations “profoundly
interpellative”, Tiffin535 points to the miraculous abilities of subversion and trickery
of figures from the oral literature like Anancy.
Finding herself caught between two world-views and using anger as a
tool the female protagonist of Kincaid’s novels challenges parental and colonial
authority and, like Lucifer from the Bible, defensively articulates her own indigenous
subject position. She defies the imperial botanist and educationalist with the tactics of
betrayal and disguise germane to the Soucouyant and La Jablesse and seeks to evade
her textual and psychological capture by the colonist.536 Morris and Dunn argue that:
Historically, England has been the 'motherland' to the 
people of the West Indies. . . . For the Caribbean woman, 
the notion of motherland is especially complex, 
encompassing in its connotations her island home and its 
unique culture as well as the body of tropes, talismans and 
female bonding that is a woman’s inheritance through her
5”  Helen Tiffin, ‘Post-Colonial Literatures And Counter-Discourse’, in Critical Approaches to the New 
Literatures in English, A Selection of Papers of the 10th Annual Conference on ‘Commonwealth’ 
Literature and Language Studies, Koenigstein, vol 1, 11-14 June 1987, ed. Dieter Riemenschneider 
(Koenigstein: Verlay Die Blaue Eule Essen, 1987) 35-49.
534 Helen Tiffin, ‘Cold Hearts And (Foreign) Tongues: Recitation and the Reclamation o f the Female 
Body in the Works of Erna Brodber and Jamaica Kincaid’, Callaloo 16:2 (1993), 913-16.
535 Ibid., 909 and 914.
536 Simmons, Jamaica Kincaid, 21-2.
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own and other mothers. The land and one’s mothers, then,
are co-joined.537
For example, the stories “Girl”, “In The Night”, “At Last” and 
“Wingless”, chart the young girl’s childhood and adolescence in the Caribbean. 
Meanwhile,“Holidays”, “The Letter From Home”, “What I Have Been Doing Lately” 
and “Blackness”, record the grown women’s retrospective commentaries on her 
experiences from her exiled state in the metropole. “My Mother” and the last story, 
“At The Bottom Of The River”, explore the relationship between mother and daughter 
in its final “evolution” in terms which privilege Antiguan Obeah and the female 
metaphysical figure over the colonial ethic. Whereas the mother’s voice predominates 
in the opening story, “Girl”, by the end of the collection the adolescent voice comes to 
the fore. The stories in between chart this differentiation between mother and 
daughter in terms sometimes indirectly but often directly related to the Soucouyant 
and La Jablesse.
This association between the mother and motherland of both the 
metropole and the Caribbean with its attendant theme of powerlessness and power, 
the colonial and the colonised, is exemplified in “Girl”. The anonymous anti­
heroine’s dilemma is detailed through an unpunctuated series of contradictory 
instructions from the colonised mother. As African-derived epistemologies are 
juxtaposed with European pronouncements on correct behaviour for women, the 
adolescent’s alienation from the mother/land becomes clear in her intermittent 
outbursts. Kincaid uses the La Jablesse’s strategy of deceit and linguistic entrapment 
to illustrate the mother/land’s betrayal of its “children”. Therefore, the anonymous 
child’s mother is represented as La Jablesse. Her propensity to both deceive and
537 Ann R. Morris, and Margaret M Dunn. ‘The Bloodstream of Our Inheritance: Female Identity and
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betray the innocent and trusting child is highlighted throughout the story and, by
extension, politically equated with the colonial regime.
The mother’s discordant personality, produced by her inability to
negotiate two cultures, one African-Caribbean and Carib and one imitative of
European mores, leads to her emotional abuse of her daughter and consequently to her
own psychic fissure due to the internalisation of colonial racism and violence (pp. 3-
5). The mother applies stereotypical associations of promiscuity, sloth and a
pathological personality to the pubescent child, a colonial ploy designed to subjugate,
but she nevertheless instructs her daughter in the ways of being a “lady”. Her
instructions, however, become increasingly tinged with a cultural bias towards the
Obeah belief system and the child is left hopelessly trying to make sense of her
mother’s contradictory and accusatory commands.
It is clear that Kincaid is exposing the Affican-Caribbean-Carib
mother’s dual psychology and the conflicts inherent in negotiating several cultures in
a hierarchical society which privileges the European. She is also taking care to
investigate the psychology of the African-Carib child. While these issues are
significantly absent from Rhys’s WSS, ATBOTR provides an in-depth exploration of
the psychology of the so-called subaltern:
don’t pick people’s flowers —  you might catch something; 
don’t throw stones at blackbirds, because it might not be a 
blackbird at all; this is how to make a bread pudding; this is 
how to make doukona;...always squeeze bread to make 
sure it’s fresh; but what i f  the baker won’t let me feel the 
bread?; you mean to say that after all you are really going 
to be the kind of woman who the baker won’t let near the 
bread? (p. 5).
the Caribbean Mothers’-Land’, inNasta, Motherlands, 219.
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The “blackbird” is a direct reference to the Soucouyant who sometimes assumes the 
form of a bird to infiltrate homes.
Through the mother’s constant accusations of promiscuity, the colonial 
world, with its emphasis on black female sexual stereotypes which demands that the 
African female body is viewed with contempt and suspicion, is foregrounded. The 
girl’s intermittent protestations of innocence, reflect the confused state of the neo­
colonial subject, caught between two cultures and states o f being, dependence and 
independence. The mother is centrally represented as being disempowered by 
colonialism and she is unable to pass on coherent and empowering stories to the next 
generation due to the “zombiflcation” or occupation of her mind by the imperial 
“Other”. Therefore, only fragments of African-Caribbean oral literature survive in her 
discourses.
Kincaid extends the theme of discontinuous narratives more fully to 
the Caribbean landscape in “In The Night”, using the metaphors of night and day to 
illustrate the adolescent’s psychic collapse due to her inability to negotiate the 
mother/land’s contending ideologies. The themes of zombiflcation, emotional stasis 
and disempowerment are recorded in this story in order to illustrate the effects 
wrought by the European intrusion into the Carib world. Class considerations are 
foregrounded as divisions between the middle-class father’s view of Obeah and the 
mother’s is starkly contrasted. The mother's sick child's and die wider community’s 
belief in the metaphysical is clearly shown, as are the psychological contradictions of 
the colonial subject which have triggered the breakdown. Although the pervasiveness 
of Vodun, which undercuts the apparent general acceptance of Christianity, is
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illustrated through the occupation of the landscape at night by a plethora of “dark
night people” the child/woman can only access this world clandestinely at night,538
Kincaid points to this dual world of the Caribbean of Obeah at night
and European mores during the day.539 This play on light and dark recalls the
portrayal of Harriet Shippen in TCPTTP and Marshall’s critique of Heart o f
Darkness, The political images of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse address the child’s
desire for metamorphosis back into the object of love she formally constituted for her
mother, and for a coherent identity. She craves the dissolution of the contradictions of
the colonial state, but realises that sorcerers (the zobop or “night-soil men”) and
female metaphysical figures of the night are her only means of reinventing the self
and transforming the landscape in order to reconcile these contradictions:
The night-soil men can see a bird walking in trees. It isn’t a 
bird. It is a woman who has removed her skin and is on the 
way to drink the blood of her secret enemies. It is a woman 
who has left her skin in a corner of a house made of wood.
It is a woman who is reasonable and admires honeybees in 
the hibiscus. It is a woman who, as a joke, brays like a 
donkey when he is thirsty (pp. 6-7).
“What are the lights in the mountains?”
“The lights in the mountains? Oh, it’s a jablesse.”
“A jablesse! But why? What’s a jablesse?”
“It’s a person who can turn into anything. But you can tell 
they aren’t real because of their eyes. . . . Take good care 
when you see a beautiful woman. A jablesse always tries to 
look like a beautiful woman (pp. 8-9).
La Jablesse, whose central tenet is betrayal, is directly associated with the mother in 
the text, her beauty a snare. This is why the metaphysical flowers of the text are said 
to be “vex” (pp. 10-11). The Soucouyant in the tree is another manifestation of the 
mother’s tormented and cruel self, as she distances herself from her child. It is only
538 Keens-Douglas, Is Town Say So! dialect poetry and short stories, 83-91.
539 Cudjoe, ‘Jamaica Kincaid and the Modernist Project: An Interview’, in Cudjoe, Caribbean Women 
Writers, 227-32.
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through a dream that the colonial child can access the mother’s nurturing spirit and
the imaginary female-centred household she describes is significantly distant from the
deadly “night-soil” father (pp.9, 11-12).
“The Letter From Home” consolidates the colonial subject’s alienation
from place and identity, even in the so-called “motherland”. The grown woman has to
seek recourse in the liminal and the female metaphysical figure in order to make sense
of her environment and negotiate her identity, now as an immigrant. The theme of
matricide is magnified in order to illustrate the destruction of the Carib homeland and
Affican-Caribbean familial links by the forces of colonialism.540 The stoiy functions
therefore to accentuate the unreal, the female metaphysical figure and unreliable
environment. As the metaphysical figure from the Caribbean invades the environment
of the metropole, die protagonist is able to at least theorise about her “limbo” state
and examine the contending discourses of Caribbean history through the changeling
images of the Soucouyant and La Jablesse. The letter from her mother produces a
metamorphosis in her metropolitan environment. Goldfish are given jaws, snow
crashes, doors bang and gas hisses, as the Soucouyant lands on the roof of the
metropolitan house:
tiny beads of water gathered on my nose, my hair went 
limp, my waist grew folds, I shed my skin; lips have 
trembled, tears have flowed, cheeks have puffed, stomachs 
have twisted with pain ;.. .  .(p. 37).
This imagery associated with the Soucouyant who, like Janie Crawford 
in TEWWG, has an inside and outside self, simultaneously illustrates the conflicted 
Caribbean subject and her power to metamorphose. She sheds her skin as a defence
5/10 See Bartolome De Las Casas, The Devastation o f the Indies: A Brief Account, trans. Herma Briffault 
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1992), 33-5.
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mechanism against the containment threatened by the resurgence of her mothers’s 
influence through die letter, which stands for die metropole’s maintenance of the 
Manichean allegory in her consciousness. The hold of the past is indicated by the 
clock slowing down and points to the timelessness of the text and the endurance of 
colonialism (p. 38). This is followed by an intense period of the landscape’s 
metamorphosis as it changes into that of the Caribbean (pp. 37-8). While Antoinette 
in WSS reverts to the co-option of the body of the metaphysical figure to evade 
capture, the African-Caribbean-Carib’s alliance widi such a figure is more 
problematic. Her rejection is not clear-cut, nor is her willing psychological 
identification with a metaphysical figure from another race entirely willing.
This is why “What I Have Been Doing Lately”, thematically records 
the narrator’s entrapment by juxtaposing two versions of the same tale. In the 
incantatory and deceptively lyrical prose of the Kincaidian text, the difficulties 
inherent in such associations between the colonially-indoctrinated female subject and 
the African-derived metaphysical figure, are recorded. Because of the legacy of 
genocide and matricide wrought by the conquerors and the forced divide between 
Africans, Caribs and their indigenous cultures by the coloniser, identifications with 
the mother/land are problematic for the subaltern. This is illustrated through the rift 
between the colonial/metaphysical mother and daughter and the sense of loss the child 
experiences as she finds herself no longer comfortable in her Caribbean mother/land. 
The story uses the strategy of the dream, a device employed by Kincaid to validate 
Caribbean oral literature and facilitate the operation of the metaphysical figure, as is
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also the case in Rhys.541 Throughout the story, the metaphysical figure and landscape
alter continuously, trapping and fooling the child.
The first version of the stoiy represents the child’s troubled childhood,
where she is rejected by the English story-book boy and his dog (p. 41). In the second
version of the tale, the traps of adolescence in the Caribbean are externalised even
further and it is intimated that she has been tricked by her La Jablesse mother ( p. 43).
This cyclical, entrapping narrative structure, mirrors the child’s feelings of
imprisonment in a colonial education and identity. For instance, the narrator states:
I turned around and looked ahead of me again. A deep hole
had opened up before me. I looked in. The hole was deep
and dark and I couldn’t see the bottom. I thought, What’s 
down there?, so on purpose I fell in. . . . Looking at the 
horizon again, I saw a lone figure coming toward me, but I 
wasn’t frightened because I was sure it was my mother. As 
I got closer to the figure, I could see that it wasn’t my 
mother (pp. 41-2).
This disassociation from, yet intimacy with the land, the disassociation from the
mother/land, yet paradoxical emotional tie to her/it, generates great difficulties
regarding identification with the mother and metaphysical figure.
"My Mother” continues this theme of problematic identifications with 
the mother/land and, by extension, the self. Throughout die story, the landscape 
attempts to annihilate the mother who increasingly metamorphoses into La Jablesse 
and Soucouyant which acts as a metaphor for the dislocations inherent in colonial 
regimes and their continuation in the neo-colonial state. This is why the mother/land 
is described in terms of Turner’s liminal landscape, emphasising its monstrousness, 
disproportion and mystery.542 The child/neo-colonial nation, cannot identify with her
541 Cudjoe, ‘Jamaica Kincaid and the Modernist Project: An Interview’, in Cudjoe, Caribbean Women 
Writers, 230.
542 Turner, The Forest O f Symbols, 103.
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mother nor achieve separation from her at adolescence because of the legacy of 
dependence inculcated by colonial masters. Mother and daughter try repeatedly to 
negotiate the treacherous landscape which encircles and separates them, but their 
attempts at reconciliation are doomed to failure because the child has no 
independence of mind; “I could not see where she left off and I began, or where I left 
off and she began”(p. 60).
The versions of history that the mother relays to the child/woman, 
prove to be either lies or unreliable recollections, therefore the anonymous child’s 
anger grows to dangerous and self-destructive proportions (p. 59). This discussion of 
power and powerlessness, dependence and independence, is illustrated and mediated 
by the female metaphysical figure. Accordingly, the story begins with the child’s 
desire to commit matricide and is replete with references to the linguistic and physical 
duel between colonial mother and daughter (pp.53-4).
This duel is couched in terms associated with the female metaphysical 
figure and direct references are made to the Soucouyant’s and La Jablesse’s mediating 
role:
My mother removed her clothes and covered thoroughly 
her skin with a thick gold-colored oil, which had recently 
been rendered in a hot pan from the livers of reptiles with 
pouched throats. She grew plates of metal-colored scales on 
her back, and light, when it collided with this surface, 
would shatter and collapse into tiny points....She uncoiled 
her hair from her head and then removed her hair 
altogether.... Silently, she instructed me to follow her 
example, and now I too traveled along on my white 
underbelly...(p. 55).
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The Soucouyant uses a special oil to remove her skin and she can assume the guise of 
animals, especially those that shed their skin, such as the snake.543 Moments of 
symbiosis such as this are rare in the story and it is significant that whenever the 
female metaphysical figure is invoked, mother and daughter find grounds for 
compromise, if  not reconciliation. Yet this problematic identification is soon shattered 
by the intrusion of colonial motifs of violence and dependence, such as European 
soldiers marching across the horizon, Christian symbols and lists of European 
commodities.
As the mother and daughter wage war, the mother metamorphoses into 
Damballa544, La Jablesse, Eve, the Mermaid and the Soucouyant and each stage in her 
relationship with her daughter is fraught with cruelty and contradictions. Instead of 
teaching the child to trust her environment, believe in herself and in appearances, the 
colonial mother is forced to teach her offspring the opposite (p. 57). Nothing is what it 
seems, particularly colonial “truths” regarding race, identity and ethnicity. The prime 
vehicle for teaching this is the female metaphysical figure, who is also not what she 
seems. These serial metamorphoses recall those of Beloved, Antoinette and Merle and 
those of the landscapes they inhabit, denoting alterity.
It is significant that a location removed from the colonial landscape is 
better able to house alterity. Through this strategy, the protagonist can also reclaim 
the Caribbean Sea, so long a pawn in European wars of conquest and domination. As 
she loses her human form and adopts that of the original swimming life-form, the 
reader sees her watching this transformation. The mirrored image within the image 
allows Kincaid to displace the reader and alter her subject-position vis-a-vis the
543 Canute Calliste, personal communication,Carriacou, August 2002. He stated that the Soucouyant 
uses “prayers” to remove her skin.
544 Damballa is a Fon and Yoriiba deity who takes the form of a snake. See Metraux, Voodoo In Haiti, 
27-8.
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metamorphosing female protagonist. In the river’s reflective waters, the reader can
watch the Caribbean subject reinvent herself, and become reduced to her essential
human elements, free of race, class and sex:
I stood above the land and the sea and looked back up at 
myself as I stood on the bank of the mouth of the river. I 
saw that my face was round in shape, that my irises took up 
almost all the space in my eyes. . . .  I stood up on the edge 
of the basin and felt myself move. But what self? For I had 
no feet, or hands, or head, or heart. It was as if  those 
things—my feet, my hands, my head, my heart —  having 
once been there, were now stripped away.. .(pp. 78, 80), my 
editing.
Kincaid also locates the transformation of the child into an autonomous 
being in the mountains of La Jablesse as well as in the abyss545 of the riverain female 
deities, where mambos undergo trials of initiation (p. 63). The streams which link the 
mountains to the sea, form the connecting factors between the two lieux de memoire. 
At the beginning of the story, the child’s brain is still “suffused with contradictions”, 
however, by the end she is able to take up the career of writing her autobiography (pp. 
81-2). Assessing both her father’s and mother’s colonial way of life, the narrator 
looks for meaning in the chaos of colonial Caribbean society, in the landscape's 
underwater, volcanic origins.
The failed Legba figure of her father/land of Europe, being 
immobilised on the threshold of his colonial home due to his zombification (he puts 
his faith in material things of no true value), leads to the child’s desire to find 
meaning elsewhere (p. 66). The mother standing at the threshold o f her aquatic, 
refashioned and invented home, offers a stark contrast to the father’s immobility and 
zombification. She is able to leave the threshold and show her daughter the caves she
545 Deren, Divine Horsemen, 260.
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will swim to and become transformed in (pp. 76-77). The liminal phase of initiation is 
full of possibilities and is a period of the individual’s communion with the spiritual, 
following bouts of illness, nightmares or dream messages.
This time, the encounter with the mother is a healing one because, 
through the liminal, the adolescent can reinvent the mother (p. 79). In the abyss, she 
can relocate the self and mother/land and relate to both. The child can at last 
apprehend the mother’s essence, as she looks away from the colonial home, to the 
transforming, reductive, volcanic caves of the abyss. In the caves, the narrator 
becomes a woman, she assumes the guise of the Soucouyant, a small glowing thing 
surrounded by darkness, and re-discovers the rocky Q $un/La Jablesse underwater 
terrain of the sea-bed (pp. 77-9). The waters erase her human identity in order to 
affect this transformation and the narrator emerges whole, devoid of race, class and 
gender, and therefore able to write texts which defy the hierarchical racial and gender 
polarities advocated by neo-colonialism (pp. 80, 82).
The anonymous narrator writes back to WSS by first filling in the 
hiatus of the Rhysian text. While WSS focused on redressing the elision of white 
Creole subjectivity and addressing its misrepresentations in the colonial text of 
Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, Kincaid focuses on delineating the psychology of the 
African-Caribbean-Carib mother and child. Because, like the Rhysian Creole, this 
subjectivity had never been addressed fully in any text, Kincaid establishes an identity 
for the adolescent through the use of allegory and political parallels. The effect of this 
is to simultaneously establish the mother and adolescent as individuals and their 
allegorical significance. Their serial representation allows for more aspects o f the 
contradictions of the female Caribbean condition to be accessed because each tale 
represents a different aspect o f the erased subjectivities of mother and daughter.
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Because so many aspects of the women’s psychology are revealed, the stories are also 
able to expand on the different reconciliations necessary to effect the unification of 
the New World subject.
Seen through the eyes of the innocent child, the “false paradise” of the 
Caribbean becomes clearer and her development into an anti-heroine even more 
harrowing. Because the indigenous cultures of the Caribbean were all but destroyed 
and the African-Caribbeans oppressed and dominated, rites of initiation have been 
severely interrupted for all the displaced peoples. Kincaid’s portrayal of the spurious 
Eden of the Caribbean landscape, illustrates this interruption both graphically and 
psychologically. While “Rochester” interrupted the Creole’s progress, more insidious 
forms of interruption are foregrounded in ATBOTR, such as the colonial education 
system and the trading in minds and goods. The intensification of the portrayal of the 
hybrid Carib mother and daughter and the parallels with the colonial and neo-colonial 
regime in the Caribbean, are intensified in The Autobiography o f My Mother as is the 
“writing back” to Rhys’s WSS.
The Autobiography o f  my Mother 546overtly revises the plot of WSS 
and relocates the white Creole in the mixed race Carib body of the mother and child. 
This relocation or unusual juxtaposition has the effect of a double “writing back” to 
the colonial text in that WSS is a sequel to Jane Eyre. Therefore, Kincaid addresses 
both the Creole post-colonial text and colonial text of Jane Eyre, simultaneously. The 
relocation of the Creole in the African-Carib body is also very significant in that it 
places the subaltern in the foreground along with her historical experiences of ethnic, 
colonial, economic and racial oppressions. The strategy also foregrounds die
546 Jamaica Kincaid, The autobiography o f  my Mother (London: Vintage, 1996).Henceforth referred to 
as TAOMM.
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particular dislocation from land and culture, homelessness and loss of a vanquished
people, such as the Caribs and their descendants. The title of the text is therefore
ironic in that colonial and post-colonial erasures of the Carib woman and her
descendants has meant that autobiographies of Carib women and their descendants as
well as accurate histories of the Caribbean, are seldom written. Thus TAOMM
privileges the Carib5 s perceptions of identity, powerlessness and empowerment.
Through the liminal representations of mother and daughter,
submerged female histories are exposed and the marginalisation of the ancient
mother/lands of the Caribs, challenged. In this way, Rhysian erasures are filled in (the
text does this pictorially as well as in a literary manner) and even more psychological
depth is given to the repressed mother and child. Again, autobiography is politically
coded and houses the thematic currents of the text, such as marginalisation, the effects
of genocide, the dislocation from the past and ancestors, colonial zombification,
homelessness and the Gothic’s role in revealing submerged histories and ancestral
voices through the liminal. One of the major themes therefore is matricide, with
which the text opens.
The mother’s death and therefore absence is paralleled with the
genocide of the indigenous peoples of the Caribbean:
My mother died at the moment I was bom, and so for my 
whole life there was nothing standing between myself and 
eternity; at my back was always a bleak, black wind (p. 3).
Whereas Annette’s matricide is represented as being due to colonial pressures, her
class position and greed, Claudette Desvarieux’s is placed at the door of historical
forces which wiped out whole indigenous peoples and killed millions of Africans:
Well, the wreck and the ruin and the greed [of Caribbean 
history]. It’s almost on a monumental scale. It’s worse than 
Africa, really. The truth about it is that it erased actual
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groups of people —  groups of people vanished, just 
vanished.547
Infanticide as a theme is also privileged and Xuela’s insistence on 
aborting children, her own and her sister’s recalls Sethe’s act of violence in Beloved. 
However, Xuela’s concern is not to reproduce, a task she sees as assigned to the 
colonial woman (pp. 77, 97). Therefore, her’s is an act of rebellion. Instead of the 
coloniser, the “absent” Carib mother is the focus of the dream but in a way this 
reverses her “invisibility”. Claudette’s heels only are present in the dream because, 
through the liminal realm, she is teaching her daughter the ways of La Jablesse, who 
normally conceals her feet which identify her metaphysical origin (pp. 31-2). She can 
reveal them to her daughter because she is teaching her to deceive and betray and the 
problematic historical legacy of her mixed race descendants. As Diane Simmons 
contends:
[There] is no escape and no saving magic. There is an 
angelic mother, but she dies at Xuela’s birth, symbolizing 
the world of loss that, Kincaid suggests, is the black, West 
Indian child’s birthright548
Xuela’s characterization exemplifies the contradictions of African- 
Carib subjectivity in a colonial world hostile to vanquished races and alterity. Xuela is 
the anti-heroine par excellence and, while images of zombification, spirit thievery and 
emotional stasis inform the other characters of the text, they do not apply to her. 
Unlike the anonymous narrator of ATBOTR, Antoinette and Merle, she apprehends 
the workings of colonialism only too well and scripts her own circumvention of
547 Cudjoe, ‘Jamaica Kincaid and the Modernist Project: An Interview’, in Cudjoe, Caribbean Women 
Writers, 224.
548 Simmons, ‘Coming-of-Age in the Snare of History: Jamaica Kincaid's The Autobiography of my 
Mother’, in The Girl: Constructions o f the Girl in Contemporary Fiction by Women, ed. Ruth O Saxton 
(New York: St Martin's P, 1998) 110.
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colonialism’s pitfalls through acts of abortion and the trapping of the coloniser
himself.549 Conscious of her Carib legacy of resistance and aware of the powers of the
metaphysical female figure, Xuela destroys both the reproductive function of
colonised women and the body of the male coloniser (pp. 82-3, 227). Therefore,
allegory dominates the text. Like Merle and Antoinette, Xuela serves to expose
contradictions, oppressions and le mal antillais, but she illustrates different aspects of
these effects through the innovative application of the genre of autobiography.
In the text, the autobiography is constantly paralleled with that of a
dead Carib mother/land, so images of the Gothic and the zombie dominate the text
(pp. 105, 98, 226, 42, 34). However, empowering female metaphysical figures also
mediate Xuela’s relation to the colonial ethic and to her deceased mother/land, so the
liminal landscape and figure dominate the text in diverse ways. This is why Kincaid
focuses so closely on the central lacunae in the traditional oral La Jablesse tale.
For example, the autobiography focuses on the tale of the child left
behind in the world after the death of La Jablesse, who traditionally died in childbirth
in the oral literature of the Caribbean:
Another important supernatural being is the “jobless”, a 
woman who dies in childbirth,550
In the oral literature, no more is said about the child but the dead La Jablesse haunts 
the living, appearing as a beautiful Creole stranger at dance venues and luring the 
male into the mountains and forests towards his disorientation or death through 
“possession”. Here, the La Jablesse figure of Xuela Claudette Richardson, the 
daughter of the deceased Xuela Claudette Desvarieux, represents the child who
549 See Bush, Slave Women in Caribbean Society, 139-42.
550 Impact o f Migration On The Metropolitan And Folk Society O f Carriacou, 334.
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survived her mother’s death. She relates the story of her life and, by extension, that of
her mother/land and unborn children/Carib descendants:
This account of my life has been an account of my mother’s 
life as much as it has been an account of mine, and even so, 
again it is an account of the life of the children I did not
have, as it is their account of me. In me is the voice I never
heard, the face I never saw, the being I came from (p. 227).
Because Carib history is inaccessible to the child, it has to be accessed 
through the liminal, therefore metaphysical motifs and dream sequences lace the 
novel. The mother of the story is symbolic of timelessness, memory and the past, in
that she is of the ancient Carib nation, and Xuela’s inability to perceive her face in
dreams indicates the inaccessibility of the real history of the Caribbean. Like Annette, 
Claudette Desvarieux’s face is never fully revealed but, because she is a Carib, her 
autobiography is of necessity incomplete for other socio-political factors such as 
genocide and the banishment of the Caribs to reservations (pp. 79-80). Xuela 
therefore takes on the task of exemplifying these factors and her mother’s suffering 
through her own existence. These parallels between the life of the mother and that of 
the child are also present in WSS, but the nature of the autobiography is very different.
The negative life events of Claudette are tied to socio-political and 
historical forces for example, being abandoned, renamed like a slave, brought up a 
Christian, and exploited by the colonised male, and they parallel Xuela’s 
autobiography. Yet, like Antoinette, Xuela resists this “possession” much more 
effectively than Claudette by first rejecting all she has been taught to love by the 
colonial regime: secondly, by reinventing herself in an initiation hut and stopping her 
reproductive capacity; and thirdly by luring the coloniser into the mountains, ( the lieu 
of La Jablesse and the precipice) where she will kill him (pp. 32, 97, 227). These 
strategies recall Antoinette’s luring of “Rochester” to Granbois but, as an African-
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Carib, Xuela’s autobiography foregrounds “invisibility”, matricide and loss. Her
initiation into the cruel La Jablesse is provoked by the loss of her mother/land and
this is stated repeatedly (pp 3, 96,178,198, 225).
Xuela is an unreliable narrator like Antoinette, Janie and Beloved,
because she has to dissemble in order to survive not only attempts on her life but also
colonial attacks on the memory of her Carib people. So when she claims the land, it is
an ironic gesture because she is alienated from her Carib mother/land and ancestry
and her colonial legacy is a bloody one based on race hatred and greed:
It was at Massacre that Indian Warner, die illegitimate son 
of a Carib woman and a European man, was murdered by 
his half brother, an Englishman named Philip Warner, 
because Philip Warner did not like having such a close 
relative whose mother was a Carib woman. . . . somewhere 
between Marigot and Castle Bruce lived my mother’s 
people, on a reserve, as if  in commemoration of something 
no one could bring herself to mention.. . .  And that is how I 
claimed my birthright, East and West, Above and Below,
Water and Land: In a dream. I walked through my 
inheritance, an island of villages and rivers and mountains 
and people who began and ended with murder and theft and 
not very much love (pp. 87,88-9), my editing.
This is why Xuela, like Sethe, stops her children’s lives. Such an environment cannot 
sustain an ethnically-mixed life and Xuela’s only access to the landscape is through 
the liminal, and the dream.
Only by sexually trapping the colonial male and destroying him and 
only by metamorphosing into an all-powerful Carib goddess, like Consolata in 
Paradise, and moving to the mountain country of the Caribs, can Xuela begin to 
access her lost inheritance. Kincaid revises La Jablesse’s “dragging”551 of the male 
into the trapping of the colonial master:
551 “Dragging” is the Caribbean term for the possession act of La Jablesse on the unfaithful male. It 
means to lure, but with the ultimate intention to possess and harm or kill. See Cyril L.R James, ‘La 
Diablesse’, in Journal o f  West Indian Literature 9:2, 2001,4-7.
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I made him kiss my entire body, starting with my feet and 
ending with the top of my head. The darkness outside the 
room pressed against its four sides; inside, the room grew 
smaller and smaller as it filled up almost to bursting with 
hisses, gasps, moans, sighs, tears, bursts of laughter; but 
they had a deep twist to them, a spin, an edge, that 
transformed these sounds from then* ordinary selves and 
would make you cover your ears unless they came from 
inside you...(p. 155).
The ‘tw ist” in the passage is Xuela’s mastery o f the colonial master, her degradation 
and humiliation of him. Like Antoinette in WSS, she lures the male to the mountains 
o f La Jablesse with its precipices. However, the relation between the couple is 
different in this text because of the Carib perspective and the issues this raises.
The ownership of the land and naming of it, its classification and 
government,552 are foregrounded in TAOMM and unlike Antoinette, Xuela does not 
use ew e  to poison her subject of the aits of an Obeah woman to alter his perception of 
self and reality. She does however use Datura Candida to turn Philip’s wife into a 
drug addict and kill her but as regards Philip she uses only psychological means of 
destruction (p. 207). She reverses the dependency of slave and master by employing 
psychological cruelty and she denies Philip her presence and the sound of her voice 
before killing him in La Jablesse’s traditional manner (pp. 217-218, 219, 227 ).
Kincaid revises the three-part dream sequence of WSS in order to 
illustrate the ambiguities and contradictions inherent in African-Carib female 
subjectivity. This is why the dislocation from the mother/land is emphasised so 
strongly in the sequence (pp. 18-19, 31, 89). The child cannot access the mother 
clearly and has to content herself with partial revelations of her somatic form and 
speech. For the dispossessed Carib, the mother/land’s reclamation is of central
552 See Kincaid, ‘In History5, in Callaloo, ,1-7.
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importance
I have argued that the writers “write back” not only to the colonial text, 
but to each other, as has been illustrated through the comparison of Jean Rhys and 
Jamaica Kincaid. It is clear that the two region’s writers use the hope of the female 
metaphysical figure extensively and that the similarities outweigh the dissimilarities 
in their use of the figures. While Zora Neale Hurston, Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall 
and Jamaica Kincaid all use the figures for different reasons and have different 
backgrounds, the anti-colonial discourses they generate, via the employment and 
reconfiguration of the female metaphysical figure from the oral literature, is similar. 
The literary usage of these female metaphysical figures has not, however, been 
exhausted. Because the trope is so malleable it can encompass the discourses across 
racial, ethnic and geographical divides and, most importantly, reflect the different 
states of “homelessness” of the modem and post-modem subject. This adaptability 
and thematic breadth promises that the employment of the figures will continue to be 
widespread.
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Chapter Five:Implications for the use of African-diasporic Female Figures in 
Postcolonial Womens’ Writing
I began this thesis on the premise that African oral literature surrounding the female 
metaphysical figure was brought to the two regions under study, the Caribbean and 
America, by the slaves of the Middle Passage and that the female metaphysical figure 
was transformed in the process of re-adaptation and “creolisation” in the New World. 
The thesis set out to demonstrate how the contemporary works of African-Caribbean, 
some white Creole and African-American women writers have been heavily 
influenced by African-diasporic oral literature and the female metaphysical figure in 
particular. I have shown how these women writers have extended and transcended the 
oral literature by extemporising on the female supernatural figure and her 
interventions and how these refigurations are dependent on the different socio­
political circumstances of the two regions under study and the writers’ individual 
stances on gender, empowerment and identity.
I have also argued that the myths and legends associated with these 
figures have been used to comment on, and indeed change, the oppressed and 
marginalised status of African-diasporic women and o f white Caribbean-Creole 
women respectively. This is because the figures generate anti-hegemonic and 
essentialist discourses. Furthermore, the writers’ representation of the African- 
diasporic female metaphysical figure is also dependent on their particular racial, 
social and economic situations and individual views of the female metaphysical 
figure.
In addition, it has been argued that not only has women’s relationship 
to the oral literature been an intimate one due to their role as its major transmitters (in 
the case of white Caribbean-Creole women writers, they were in close proximity to 
African-Caribbean women with a knowledge of the oral literature), but that they used
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it as a site o f contact between the metaphysical and the secular. I began with the 
premise that due to the similarities in the African-diasporic women’s common history 
as enslaved or colonised subjects, the use of the metaphysical figure displays a 
linguistic and figural unity whilst simultaneously expressing difference due to socio­
political factors which determine the expression of myth and legend in the Caribbean 
and America. I argued that the resultant differences in technique and thematic currents 
generated by different social matrices are reflected in the works of the writers, while 
their unique visions also illuminate differences in the conceptualisation of the female 
metaphysical figure.
The preceding chapters have not only supported these arguments, but 
have also revealed that women writers under discussion have used even more female 
metaphysical figures than I had originally supposed, and that they have done this in 
order to address a vast range of issues. The female metaphysical figure has been used 
historically in the novel to “write back” to disabling colonial texts about the enslaved 
or colonised subject and to undermine the discourses of the dominant society in 
America and the Caribbean. She uses satire, rhetoric and parody to affect this and her 
innate contradictions and ambiguous relation to society foregrounds the latter’s 
divisions, thereby giving scope for the resolution of conflicts. The figures do this 
whilst being simultaneously self-critical. It has also become evident that their origins 
in the oral literature have impacted theoretically and thematically on their 
employment in the written text and that the transference from one medium to another 
has greatly affected the articulation of their discourses in that it has broadened them.
Furthermore, the African-diasporic subject’s New World experiences 
and transference of the oral literature from Africa has given the novel its peculiar 
polyglot bent. During the course of writing this thesis, it has become clear to me that
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the “unusual juxtapositions” which the figures from the oral literature promote in the 
novel in fact foreground the presence of the past in ways which facilitate critiques of 
the “Manichean allegory” and promotions of African-diasporic and Creole cultures. 
The female metaphysical figure has historically been used by diasporic women of all 
races as a medium for the reappraisal, revising and reconfiguration of received 
“history” and for the unearthing of submerged female identities and histories. In 
addition, the fusion of the oral literature of African origin and the written medium has 
given birth to a distinct yet varied novel, “unafraid”, as Mikhail Bakhtin puts it, of 
bilingualism and fusions of the African and the Western. It is full of “ideologically 
saturated language” unafraid of crossing boundaries and using extra-literary sources 
in order to “expose” and test ideas and ideologies.553
Furthermore, the metaphysical figure and her landscape are 
simultaneously bound by the story-teller’s imagination, the real figure’s known traits 
and the listener’s ability to absorb information. In the context of the African-diasporic 
subject, the story-teller was also limited by the hostile reception of African-derived 
material by the dominant society and the oral literature functioned under very 
restricted conditions. In the novel, the writer not only has access to the freedom 
provided by literary form, but also to a speculative dimension unavailable to the story­
teller and incapable of being contained in the oral literature.
In Zora Neale Hurston’s TEWWG however, the Jack Mulatta is 
combined with other similar and powerful female metaphysical figures in order to 
increase the relevance of her discourses to a modern age. Janie exhibits the traits of 
the African-American Rider and Jack Mulatta as well as the propensities of the 
African-Caribbean Soucouyant and La Jablesse in order to negotiate reconciliations
553 Bakhtin, ‘Epic and Novel5, The Dialogic Imagination, 26, 271, and 33.
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between divided black communities but also to better delineate the relevance of the 
oral literary figure to 1930 modernism. By representing Janie as a symbolic yet finely 
psychologically-drawn fusion of the female metaphysical figure from the oral 
literatures of America and the Caribbean, Hurston emphasised the relevance of the 
oral literary figure just as Alain Locke was decrying it.
In TEWWG Janie’s representation allows Hurston to reveal and 
investigate the subjectivity of the migrant African-diasporic female. This subjectivity 
had rarely been represented in print before and the fact that Hurston was able to use 
figures from two geographic areas where slavery was the common denominator, is 
politicallly charged. Where Locke privileges the “scientific”, Hurston privileges the 
vernacular, where he demotes the female, Hurston insists on voicing the female 
metaphysical figure of not one, but two similar African-diasporic traditions. Hurston’s 
use of ew e  to externalise the female voice speaks to her determination to excavate the 
African-diasporic tradition for ways of representing modernist female subjectivity.
In Toni Morrison’s novel, Beloved, the revised metaphysical figure and 
her living landscape take on much broader issues and Beloved’s interventions reflect 
the “plasticity” and “heteroglossia” of the novel form. In the written text, Toni 
Morrison uses the figure in a much broader and complex sense than the oral literature. 
Contemporary women writers have more freedom to articulate the female 
metaphysical figure although, as in the case of Zora Neale Hurston, they too have had 
to operate under limited conditions. Toni Morrison is able to avail herself of the 
opportunities for thematic and theoretical expansion, present in the novel.
Furthermore, Morrison does not seek to ignore the problems and 
contradictions inherent in the marrying of the oral literature and the written form. 
Indeed, these contradictions are used to highlight the cultural crises which occurred
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when the African subject came to the New World. Figures such as the Jack Mulatta 
and Rider could act as mediums for the articulation of these contradictions and crises 
because they were figures who traditionally forced cohesion in human societies by 
provoking crises, and possession-trance is used in this way in die novel. For instance, 
the Jack Mulatta threatened an African-American minority people already under seige 
which led to ancient rites of protection being evoked and used. In the novel, such 
figures can be strengthened and even made plural. Then attacks can be redoubled and 
their discourses spread over a broader geographical and theoretical area.
Furthermore, such figures can serve to remind modem readers of the 
original figures’ ancient significance and relevance to contemporary issues. Where the 
story-teller was bound by tradition and socio-political circumstances, Toni Morrison 
is much freer. However, this is not to say that she escapes criticism for her 
revolutionary use of the female metaphysical figure who has been described as a 
“grotesque”554 As in Zora Neale Hurston’s time, issues concerning the legitimacy of 
using the oral literary figure remain open to debate.
The Caribbean figure of La Jablesse serves as a point of comparison 
with the African-American Jack Mulatta and Rider. Like the American figures, La 
Jablesse traps and possesses her victims. Her more detailed discourses are a testament 
to the majority status of the African-Caribbean subject and her close associations with 
myriad female metaphysical figures in the Caribbean indicate the later arrivals of 
Africans in the Caribbean due to slavery and indentureship. Because the figure is so 
closely linked with other deitic female metaphysical figures, it is characteristic for her 
every trait and mode of communication to recall deitic figures and legends.
554 Darwin T. Turner, ‘Theme, Characterization and Style in the Works of Toni Morrison’ in Evans, 
Black Women Writers At Work, 357 and 361-69.
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Jean Rhys, uses La Jablesse’s act of linguistic and physical entrapment 
and creatively reworks it into critiques of slavery and colonialism using the theme of 
“zombification” by the dominant metropolitan society of oppressed peoples. Flora and 
fauna directly associated with the female Yoriiba deities Qya and Qstfn, are 
extensively used by her in WSS to denote counter-“possession” o f the European by the 
culturally-hybrid white Creole. The landscape is thus made metaphysical and, most 
importantly, political, along with the house at Granbois and its ajoupa. Like 124 
Bluestone Road, the house is historically plural and its woods house female initiation 
huts and tree altars to Qsun and Q$dosi, her husband.
Such foregrounding of African-derived cultures and of deities who 
were often at the forefront of rebellions against European authority is highly political, 
as is the Rhysian use of La Jablesse’s sexual wiles. They are mediated by the harsh 
socio-political situation in the Caribbean and the debased historical position of 
women (both African-Caribbean in relation to Creoles and Creoles in relation to 
European males “purchasing” Creole heiresses). Sexual relations between the white 
Creole and the conquering European are represented as a battlefield and food and 
drink is designed to forcibly alter “Rochester’s” perception of the colonies and 
himself.
Because of the novel form, Jean Rhys is also able to broaden the 
metaphysical figure’s innately metaphysical landscape. The woods, mountains and 
dance hall of the oral literary tale, give way to the politically-coded anti-colonial 
Granbois and Massacre, and the metropole is included in the metaphysical figure’s 
field of operation, as represented by Thornfield Hall. Themes of racial murder, rape 
and the interruption of indigenous ways o f life are ingrained in the landscape of the 
novel and like 124 Bluestone Road, the architectural edifice of Granbois is alive. The
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latter’s destruction is symbolic, yet its fusion with the Caribbean at the end when 
Tia’s pool occupies its precincts represents the historical ties between the wealth of 
Europe and slavery, and the destructive revenge of La Jablesse (in this case the 
unfaithful male is represented by the mercenary coloniser), who “possesses” the 
metropolitan great house with her presence. Possession-trance is therefore afforded 
broader, more contemporary themes although the novel is roughly set in Bronte’s 
nineteenth century.
Paule Marshall’s employment of the figure’s act of possession-trance 
and entrapment is again different to both Toni Morrison’s and Jean Rhys’s. As a 
hybrid Caribbean-American subject, Marshall’s negotiation of La Jablesse and the 
Soucouyant is mediated by a series of socio-political factors and personal experiences 
peculiar to her situation. Marshall’s experience of racism and sexism in die land of 
her birth, America, and her visits to the Caribbean constitute her hybrid, travelling and 
diasporic view of La Jablesse and the Soucouyant and the figures’ liminality and 
ability to affect reconciliations between a divided people. Furthermore, Marshall's 
pan-African stance and diasporic conception of the figures and her desire to affect 
reconciliations between the African-Caribbean and the Caribbean-American, all 
impact on her employment of La Jablesse and the Soucouyant and political and 
imaginative conceptualisation of the figures’ traditional act of possession-trance and 
entrapment.
The novel accommodates Marshall’s reconceptualisation of La 
Jablesse with her highly migratory and polyglot culture, Marshall’s figure’s 
heteroglossia is again politically coded and incorporated into La Jablesse figure’s acts 
of possession-trance and entrapment. For instance, Merle of TCPTTP is able to reflect 
the peculiar socio-political circumstances of the 1950s and the issues germane to the
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descendants of immigrant parents due to the literary form’s “plasicity”. Issues 
concerning exile, reconciliation and displacement are articulated through Merle’s acts 
of “possession” of Saul and the other Aid workers. Speech acts as a political trap in 
that the imperial views of the Aid workers are fundamentally altered by the polyglot 
Merle and the metaphysical Bourne Island. Again, landscape is crucial to the act of 
entrapment and “possession” and the novel’s elasticity permits this re-invention of La 
Jablesse’s terrain.
By the end of the novel, Avatara is “possessed” by discourses which 
counter and question the dominant society’s right to “zombify” oppressed groups. 
Furthermore, through possessive rituals and myths, the female metaphysical figure 
also reclaims the landscape. The Caribbean island of Carriacou is characterized as 
metaphysical and its language, patois, is awarded a curative, healing quality and is 
part of the process of “possession”. Again, the landscape and metaphysical figure act 
together to possess the confused mind of the diasporic female and ancestral discourses 
trap the “zombified” individual into rejecting the narratives of the dominant society.
This is also the case with the La Jablesse/Soucouyant figure in 
PSFTW. Great Aunt Cuney manifests as a hybrid, deeply Pan-African political 
representation of the female metaphysical figure. She is a Gullah and forms part of 
Marshall’s search for authenticity (through authenticating mythologies and the similar 
rituals of America and Caribbean) and identity, so crucial to first generation 
Caribbean-Americans.555 Great Aunt Cuney’s “possession” o f Avatara is based on 
forcing her to recollect the painful past and examine it together with her present state 
of confusion and unrest.
555 Bakhtin,‘Epic and Novel’, The Dialogic Imagination, 39
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This does not however mark the limits of the usage of the figure’s key 
traits of “possession” and entrapment in the contemporary novel by African-diasporic 
and white Creole women writers. Through examining the work of Jamaica Kincaid, a 
Carib-African-Caribbean woman writer, I have shown that the African-diasporic 
female metaphysical figures’ traits are used to address different thematic currents. 
Kincaid, a fervent anti-colonial writer, refigures the Soucouyant's and La Jablesse’s 
“possession” techniques into sexual wiles which foreground the marginalisation of 
indigenous groups and their descendants in the Caribbean. Using the somatic rituals 
of puberty and likening them to rituals of “possession” by the dominant society, 
Kincaid’s often anonymous heroines counter this “zombification” by exposing 
imperial ideas and illuminating the effects of hegemonic ideologies through a counter- 
“possession” of the metaphysical landscape and the imperial conquering male.
This type of “possession” and entrapment is a world away from the 
original example of the oral literature. It has far greater scope for the expansion of 
themes, and while, like Morrison, Rhys and Marshall before her, Kincaid’s 
extemporisation on the theme is political, it has an entirely different bent. While 
Morrison addresses the hiatus concerning African-American submerged female 
histories, Marshall the lacunae in Caribbean-American and African-American female 
histories, Kincaid investigates the hiatus in Carib-Affican “histories”. This impacts on 
her perception of “possession” and entrapment in that her figures record the genocide 
of the Caribs and the peculiar sense o f displacement of their surviving mixed race 
descendants.
In this sense, Kincaid’s Soucouyant and La Jablesse can access “lost” 
peoples and spiritual “histories”, and her modes of representing “possession” and 
entrapment revisit pre-colonial eras. The novel allows this latitude in terms of its
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flexible time-frame and heteroglossia and the uneasy tension inherent in the inclusion 
of the figure from the oral literature in the written text is somewhat dissipated by this. 
In TAOMM, Xuela, the La Jablesse of the piece, represents a multitude of historical 
characters, not least a revision of the figure herself, Rhys’s Antoinette and, by 
extension, Bertha Mason of Jane Eyre. These serial revisions are aided by the revision 
of possession-trance which Kincaid reconfigures into a linguistic, psychological and 
physical battle between Xuela, the society that ostracises her and the European male 
who dominates and categorises her. “Possession” is inversed through Xuela’s 
rejection of all life and emotional ties. Sexual, linguistic, political and economic traps 
are temporarily evaded by Xuela who is an anti-heroine or “pariah” as Toni Morrison 
terms it.
I have demonstrated that the traits of the female metaphysical figure 
are revised along socio-political lines and that these changes are facilitated by the 
“plasticity” and “heteroglossia” o f the novel form. I have also shown that women 
writers across the racial spectrum and across the African-diaspora, have traditionally 
used the female metaphysical figure’s traits in order to address issues surrounding 
gender, race, ethnicity, religion, identity and power. In this process of the female 
metaphysical figure’s transition to the written text, the meaning of words such as 
“possession-trance” and “entrapment”, have been fundamentally transformed to 
encompass wider post-modernist meanings according to the personal experience and 
socio-political background of the author in question. The “surplus value” therefore of 
the female metaphysical figure has not been exhausted and her paradoxical stance 
towards society and herself, her unlimited capacity to critique and parody official 
discourses, and her ambiguous relation to both dominant and oppressed societies, will 
ensure her longevity as a major trope in the written narrative.
325
It is clear that Zora Neale Hurston, Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall and 
Jamaica Kincaid are using the novel in a unique way. While each writer comes from a 
different background and uses the Rider, Soucouycmt and La Jablesse in myriad post­
modernist and modernist ways, their writing is linked by their methodology which I 
will now name. Each writer uses carefully selected female Yoriiba deities, associated 
male deities and then* familiars as well as the oral literature of the Soucouyant, La 
Jablesse, Jack Mulatta and Rider, as a basis for their art. The female writers use Qya, 
Qsiin, Dada B ayanni, Yemgja, E$u/]jilggbara/)ohn de Conquer, Ogun, $ango, 
and Q$obsi, out of the hundreds of deities available to them, for very specific 
scriptural and socio-political reasons, as discussed above.
Because the metaphysical female figures are new to the novel, the task 
of interpreter is even more hazardous. The reader must decipher signs which requires 
a knowledge of a metaphysical script which lies outside the text. Not only must she 
become familiar with Yoriiba legend, deity and African-diasporic female literature, 
she must also understand the operation of the ew e  and “participate” as Toni Morrison 
puts it. She must recognise that to “ride” someone, the Rider has to first of all 
transform herself through the use of ewe. Each ew e  has its own “oracion” as 
Cabrera puts it, and this linguistic dexterity needed to activate each herb is a test. The 
reader must use her “own Esu” to track the misdirection, twists and turns of the text. 
As in the Cuban legend of tie tie, recounted by Cabrera, the reader must constantly 
ask "LQuien esT5
326
Works Cited
Myth in Literature
AbimbQla, Wande, Sixteen Great Poems o f I f  a, trans. Wande A bim bQ la . [S.I.] 
UNESCO,1975.
Amadiume, 111. Male daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African 
Society. London: Zed Books, 1987.
Ames, Russell. ‘Protest and Irony in Negro Folksong’, in Mother Wit From 
The Laughing Barrel: Readings In The Interpretation o f  Afro-American 
Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1990, 487-500.
Ardener, Edward. ‘Belief and the Problem of women’, in Perceiving Women, ed. 
Shirley Ardener. London: Malaby P, 1975, 1-17.
Arnott, Kathleen. African Myths and Legends. St. Ives:Oxford UP, 1989.
Awolalu J, QmQsade. Yoruba Beliefs And Sacrificial Rites, London: Longman, 
1979.
Babalpla Adeboye. ‘A Portrait of Ogun as Reflected in Ijala Chants’, in Africa’s 
Ogun: Old World and New, ed. Sandra T. Barnes. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
1989, 147-72.
Bastide, Roger. African Civilisations In The New World, trans. Peter Green. 
London: C. Hurst, 1971.
Barber, Karin. ‘Interpreting Orlkl as history and as literature’, in Discourse And Its 
Disguises: The Interpretation o f  African Oral Texts, eds. Karin Barber, and 
P.F.de Moraes Farias. Ser. 1 .Birmingham: Birmingham U African Studies, 
1989, 13-23.
327
 . ‘Orikl, Women And The Proliferation And Merging of Orisa’, Africa, 60:3
(1990), 313-338.
Barnes, Sandra T. Tntroduction: The Many Faces of Ogun7, in Africa’s Ogun: Old 
World and New’, ed. Sandra T. Barnes. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1989,1- 
26.
Bell, Hesketh J. Obeah; Witchcraft In The West Indies. Westport, Conn: Negro 
Universities P, 1970.
Bergsma, Harold, and Ruth Bergsma. Tales Tiv Tell, comp. Harold Bergsma, and 
Ruth Bergsma. Ibadan: Oxford UP, 1969.
Besson, Gerard. Folklore and Legends o f Trinidad and Tobago. Trinidad and 
Tobago: Paria Publishing Co,1989.
Bilbey, Kenneth M. ‘Oral Traditions in Two Maroon Societies The Windward 
Maroons of Jamaica and the Aluku Maroons of French Guiana and 
Suriname7, in Born Out O f Resistance: On Caribbean Cultural Creativity, 
ed. Wim Hoogbergen. Utrecht: Isor Publications, 1996, 169-80.
Blacking, John. ‘Towards an Anthropology of The Body’, in The Anthropology o f  
The Body, ed. John Blacking. London: Academic P, 1977,1-28.
Boddy, Janice. Wombs and Alien Spirits: Women, Men, and the Z&r Cult in 
Northern Sudan. Wisconsin: The U of Wisconsin P, 1989.
Botkin, Benjamin A. Lay My Burden Down: A Folk History o f  Slavery, ed. 
Benjamin. A.Botkin, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1963.
Brenner, Louis. ‘The Esoteric Paradigm’, unpublished essay, ts, 1993, School of 
Oriental and African Studies, London.
Brigo [Abraham, Samuel], ‘Lemme Go (Rockers)’, rec. Love in the Party: Past 
and Present, West Indies Records, Barbados, 1988.
328
Buckley, Thomas, and Alma Gottlieb. ‘A Critical Appraisal of Theories of 
menstrual Symbolism’, in Blood Magic: The Anthropology o f  Menstruation, 
eds. Thomas Buckley, and Alma Gottlieb. Berkeley, California: U of 
California P, 1988, 1-50.
Cabrera, Lydia. EL Monte: Igbo• Findam Ewe Orisha* Vititi Nfinda (Notas sobre 
las religions, la magia, las supersticiones y  el folklore de los negros criollos 
y  el pueblo de Cuba). Miami: Coleccion de Chichereku, 1986.
Chesnutt, Charles W. The Conjure Woman and other conjure Tales. Durham: 
Duke UP,1993.
Cleaver, Eldridge. ‘As Crinkly as Yours’, in Mother Wit From The Laughing 
Barrel: Readings In The Interpretation o f  Afro-American Folklore, ed. Alan 
Dundes. UP of Mississippi, 1990, 9-21.
Courlander, Harold. Tales o f  Yoruba Gods and Heroes. New York: Crown 
Publishers, 1973.
Crahan, Margaret E, and Franklin W. Knight. ‘The African Migration And The 
Origins of An Afro-American Society And Culture’, in Africa And The 
Caribbean: The Legacies O f A Link, eds. Margaret E, Crahan, and Franklin 
W. KnightBaltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1979,1-19.
David, Christine. Folklore O f Carriacou. St Michael: Coles Printeiy, 1985.
De Las Casas, Bartolome, The Devastation o f  the Indies: A B rief Account, trans. 
Herma Briffault. Baltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1992.
Delzin, Gail M. ‘The Folk Culture of Grenada and Carriacou, Through Story and 
Song’, diss. U o f The West Indies, Trinidad and Tobago,1977.
Deren, Maya. Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods o f Haiti. London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1953.
329
Desmangles, Leslie G. The Faces o f  the Gods: Vodou and Roman Catholicism In 
Haiti. Chapel Hill: The U of North Carolina P, 1992.
Drewal, Henry J, and Margaret T. Drewal. Gglgdg: Art and Female Power 
among The Yoruba. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990.
Du Bois, William E.B. The Souls o f  Black Folk. New York: Penguin Books, 1996.
Dundes, Alan. ‘Folk & Lore’, in Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel: Readings 
In The Interpretation o f Afro-American Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes. Jackson: 
UP of Mississippi, 1990,1-2.
Elder, Jacob D. African Survivals In Trinidad And Tobago. London: Karia P, 1988.
 . Ma Rose Point: An Anthology o f  Rare and Strange Legends and Folk Tales
from Trinidad and Tobago, n.p: National Cultural Council of Trinidad and 
Tobago, 1972.
Gisler, Antoine A. L ’Escavage aux Antilles frangaises: (X V If-X IX  siecle). 
Nouvelle edition revue et corrigee. Paris: Editions Karthala, 1965.
Hall, Robert L. ‘African Religious Retentions in Florida’, in Africanisms in 
American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1991, 
98-118.
Hallworth, Grace. Mouth Open, Story Jump Out. London: Methuen, 1984.
Hamilton, Virginia. The People Could Fly: American Black Folk Tales Told By 
Virginia Hamilton. London: Walker P, 1986.
Harvey, Claudia. ‘Seven Supernatural Characters of Trinidad Folklore,’ diss, U of 
the West Indies, Trinidad and Tobago, 1969.
Herskovits, Melville J. The Myth O f The Negro Past. Boston: Beacon P, 1990.
Herskovits, Melville J, and Frances S. Herskovits. Trinidad Village. New York: 
Octagon Books, 1964.
330
Hill, Donald. The Impact o f  Migration On The Metropolitan And Folk Society O f 
Carriacou, Grenada. Anthropological Papers of the American Museum of 
Natural History. 54:2. New York: American Museum of Natural History, 
1977.
Hughes, Langston and Arna Bontemps. The Book o f  Negro Folklore, eds. 
Langston Hughes, and Arna Bontemps. New York: Dodd, Mead and Co, 
1966.
Hurston, Zora N, ‘Characteristics of Negro Expression’, in Negro: Anthology 
Made By Nancy Cunard 1931-1933, ed. Nancy Cunard. New York: Negro 
Universities P,1969, 39-46.
 . Folklore, Memoirs, And Other Writings, ed. Cheiyl A. Wall. n.p: The Library
Of America, c.1995.
 . ‘High John de Conquer’, in Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel: Readings
In The Interpretation o f  Afro-American Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes. Jackson: 
UP of Mississippi, 1990, 541-8.
 . Mules and Men. New York: Harper & Row, 1990.
 . Writings By Zora Neale Hurston: From The Federal Writers Project, Go
Gator and Muddy the Water, ed. Pamela Bordelon. New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1999.
Hyatt, Harry M. Hoodoo-conjuration-witchcraft-Rootwork: Beliefs Accepted by 
Many Negroes and White Persons These Being Orally Recorded Among 
Blacks and Whites. Memoirs of the Alma Egan Hyatt Foundation 1970. 5 
vols, Hannibal,Mo: Western Publishing, 1970.
Kramer, Fritz W. The Red Fez: Art and Spirit Possession in Africa, trans. Malcolm 
Green. London: Verso, 1993.
Kruger — Kahloula, Angelika. ‘“Tell Massah God Coffee not Dere”’: Plot and 
Counterplot in Caribbean Folktales with Religions Elements’, in Born Out o f  
Resistance: On Caribbean Cultural Creativity, ed. Wim Hoogbergen. 
Utrecht:Isor Publications, 1996, 230-37.
Laguerre, Michel S. Voodoo Heritage. 98. Sage Library of Social Research. 
Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1980.
Lamp, Frederick. ‘Heavenly Bodies: Menses, Moon and Rituals of License among 
the Temne of Sierra Leone’, in Blood Magic: The Anthropology o f  
Menstruation, eds. Thomas Buckley, and Alma Gottlieb. Berkeley, 
California: U of California P,1988,210-31.
Lomax, Alan. 4Saraca: Funerary Music o f  Carriacou’, cd. Caribbean Voyage, The 
1962 Field Recordings: The Alan Lomax Collection. Rounder Records, 
2000 .
Long, Edward. The History o f  Jamaica; or, general survey o f  the antient and 
modern state o f  that island: with reflections on its situations, settlements, 
inhabitants, climate, products, commerce, laws and government, in three 
vols, illustrated with copper plates, new ed, vols 2 and 3, London:Frank 
Cass and Co, 1970.
Lovell, John Jr, ‘The Social Implications of the Negro Spiritual’, in Mother Wit 
from the Laughing Barrel: Readings In The Interpretation o f  Afro-American 
Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1990, 452-64.
Marks, Morton. ‘Exploring El Monte’. Ethnobotany and the Afro-Cuban Science of 
the Concrete’, in En Torno a Lydia Cabrera: cincuent [en] ario de cuentos 
negros de Cuba: 1936-1986, eds. Isabel Castellanos, and Josefina Inclan. 
Miami, Fla: Ediciones Universal, 1987, 227-244.
332
Metraux, Alfred. Voodoo In Haiti, trans. Hugo Charteris. London; Andre Deutsch, 
1959.
Mulira, Jessie G. ‘The Case of Voodoo in New Orleans’, in Africanisms in 
American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1991, 
34-68.
Murphy, Joseph. M. Working the Spirit: Cermonies o f  the African Diaspora. 
Boston:Beacon P, 1994.
McCarthy Brown, Karen. ‘Systematic Remmbering, Systematic Forgetting: Ogou 
in Haiti’, in Africa’s Ogun: Old World and New, ed. Sandra T. Barnes. 
Bloomington:Indiana UP, 1989, 65-89.
McDaniel., Lorna. ‘Memory Songs: Community, Flight and Conflicts in the Big 
Drum Ceremony of Carriacou, Grenada’, diss. U of Maryland, 1986.
Ortner, Sherry. ‘Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?’ in Women, Culture 
and Society, eds. Michelle Z. Rosaldo, and Louise Lamphere. Stanford, 
California:Stanford U P, 1974, 67-87.
Osoba, Funmi. F. Benin Folklore: A Collection o f  Classic Folktales and Legends. 
London: Hadada Books, 1993.
Otlley, Carlton R. Folk Beliefs; Folk Customs; and Folk Characters found in 
Trinidad and Tobago. Diego Martin: Crusoe Publications, 1979.
Parks, H.B, ‘Follow the Drinking Gourd’, in Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel: 
Readings In The Interpretation o f  Afro-American Folklore, ed. Alan 
Dundes. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1990,465-468.
Pemberton, John III. ‘The Dreadful God and The Divine King’, m  Africa’s Ogun: 
Old World and New, ed. Sandra T. Barnes. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
1989,105-46.
333
Puckett Newbell N. ‘Race Pride & Folklore’, in Mother Wit from  the Laughing 
Barrel: Readings In The Interpretation o f Afro-American Folklore, ed. Alan 
Dundes. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1990, 3-8.
 . The Magic And Folk Beliefs O f the Southern Negro. New York: Dover
Publications, 1969.
Robinson, Beverly J. ’Africanisms and the Study of Folklore’, in Africanisms in 
American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1991, 
211-24.
Rops, Daniel H. The Church o f Apostles and Martyrs. London: J. M. Dent and 
Sons, 1960.
Schleiffer, Hedwig. Sacred Narcotic Plants o f  the New World Indians: An 
Anthology o f Texts from the Sixteenth Century To Date. New York. Hafner 
P, 1973.
Simpson, George E. Religious Cults o f  the Caribbean: Trinidad, Jamaica and 
Haiti Caribbean Monograph Ser 15, Puerto Rico: Institute of Caribbean 
Studies, U of Puerto Rico, 1980.
The Hun, Atilla [Raymond Quevedo]. Atilla's Kaiso: A Short history o f  Trinidad 
Calypso, St Augustine: U of the West Indies Department of Extra Mural 
Studies,1983.
Thompson, Robert F. Face o f  the Gods: Art and Altars o f  Africa and the African 
Americas. Published in conjunction with an exhibition of the same title 
organized and presented by The Museum for African Art, New York. New 
York: The Museum for African Art, 1993.
 . Flash O f The Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and Philosophy. New
York: Vintage Books Edition, 1984.
334
Thompson Drewal, Margaret. ‘Dancing for Ogun in Yorubaland and in Brazil’, in 
Africa’s Ogun: Old World and New . Ed. Sandra T. Barnes. Bloomington: 
Indiana UP,1989,199-234.
Turner, Victor W. The Forest O f Symbols: Aspects o f  Ndembu Ritual. London: 
Cornell UP, 1970.
Van Sertima, Ivan, African Presence in Early Europe. New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 1988.
Verger, Pierre F. Ewe: The use o f  plants in Yoruba society. Sao Paolo: Compranhia 
Das Letras-Odebrecht, 1995.
 . Notes Sur Le Culte Des Ori$a et Vodun d Bahia, la Baie de tous les Saints, au
Bresil et a Vancienne Cote des Esclaves enAfrique. Memoires de L ’Institut 
Frant^ais D’Afrique Noire. 51. Dakar: Ifan, 1957.
Warner-Lewis, Maureen. Guinea’s Other Suns: The African Dynamic in Trinidad 
Culture. Dover, Massachussetts: The Majority P, 1991.
Washington, Margarel C. ‘Gullah Attitudes toward Life and Death’, in 
Africanisms in American Culture, ed. Joseph E. Holloway. Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1990, 69-97.
Waters, Muddy [McKinley Morganfieldj. ‘She Moves Me’, rec. July 11, 1951. 
The best o f  Muddy Waters. Green Line Records. No year given, however the 
original was produced by Chess MCA Records c1954.
Williams, Paul V. A. Primitive Religion and Healing: A Study o f  Folk Medicine in 
North-East Brazil. Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1979.
Wolfe, Bernard. ‘Uncle Remus and the Malevolent Rabbit’, in Mother Wit from the 
Laughing Barrel: Readings In The Interpretation o f  Afro-American 
F o lk lo r e ed. Alan Dundes. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1990, 524-540.
335
Postmodernism, Modernism, Magic Realism, Black Feminism, and Feminism 
Allsopp, Richard Dictionary O f Caribbean English Usage.Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1996.
Angier, Carole. Jean Rhys. London: Penguin Books, 1992.
Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: 
Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. London: Routledge, 1989. 
Baker, Houston A. Jr. Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A 
Vernacular Theory. Chicago: The U of Chicago P, 1984.
 , ‘There Is No More Beautiful Way: Theory and the Poetics o f Afro-American
Women’s Writing,’ in Afro-American Literary Study In The 1990s, eds. 
Houston A. Baker, Jr, and Patricia Redmond. The U o f Chicago P, 1989. 
135-55.
 . Workings o f  the Spirit: The Poetics o f  Afro-American Women’s Writing.
Chicago: The U of Chicago P, 1991.
Bakhtin, Mikhail M. Rabelais and his world, trans. Helene Iswolsky. Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1984.
 .The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, trans. Caryle
Emerson, and Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist. Austin: U of Texas P, 
1988.
Barlow, Virginia. The Nature O f The Islands: Plants and Animals o f  the Eastern 
Caribbean, ed. Chris Doyle. Dunedin, FI: Chris Doyle Publishing, 1993. 
Batker, Carol. ‘"Love me like I like to be”: The Sexual Politics of Hurston’s Their 
Eyes Were Watching God, the Classis Blues, and the Black Women’s Club 
Movement,’ African American Review, 2:2 (Summer 1998), 199-213.
336
Bell, Bernard W. The Afro-American Novel and Its Tradition. Amherst: The U of 
Massachusetts P,1987.
Boehmer, Elleke. Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors. 
Oxford: Oxford UP, 1995.
Boyce Davies, Carole. Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations o f  the 
Subject. London: Routledge, 1994.
 “ ‘Woman Is A Nation...” Women in Caribbean Oral Literature’, in Out o f the
Kumbla: Caribbean Women and Literature, eds. Carole Boyce Davies, and 
Elaine Savory Fido. Trenton, NJ: Africa World P, 1990, 165-90.
Brathwaite, Edward K. ‘A Post-Cautionary Tale of the Helen of Our Wars’, in 
Wasafiri 22 (Autumn 1995), 69-78.
 . Contradictory Omens: Cultural Diversity and Integration in the Caribbean,
Monograph 1, U of the West Indies: Savacou Publications, 1974.
Brown, Stewart. ‘Breaking Out Of The Dream: Femi Oyebode’s ‘Black Kites 
Circling’, in Kiss & Quarrel: Yor lib a/English Strategies o f  mediation, ed. 
Stewart Brown. Edgbaston, Birmingham: U of Birmingham, 2000, 110-22.
Bush, Barbara. Slave Women in Caribbean Society: 1650-1838. Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1990.
Busia, Abena P. ‘What Is Your Nation?: Reconnecting Africa and Her Diaspora 
through Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow’, in Changing Our Own 
Words: Essays On Criticism, Theory, And Writing By Black Women, ed. 
Cheryl A. Wall. London: Routledge, 1990,196-211.
Campbell, Elaine. ‘Reflections of Obeah in Jean Rhys’ Fiction’, in Kunapipi 4:2 
(1982), 42-50.
337
Cantwell, Mary. ‘A Conversation with Jean Rhys’, in Critical Perspectives on Jean 
Rhys, ed. Pierrette M. Frickey. Washington: Three Continents P, 1990,21-7.
Carby, Hazel. ‘The Politics of Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk: Zora Neale 
Hurston5,in History and Memory In African American Culture, eds. 
Genevieve Fabre, and Robert O’Meally, New York: Oxford UP, 1994, 
28-44.
Carpentier, Alejo. ‘On The Marvellous Real in America’, in Magical Realism: 
Theory, History, Community, eds. Lois P. Zamora, and Wendy B. Faris. 
Durham, N. C: Duke UP, 1995, 75-88.
   Prologue in El reino de este mundo. Madrid: Ediciones Alfaguera SA,
1983,11-19.
Carr, Helen. Jean Rhys. Plymouth: Northcote House Publishers, 1996.
Chanady, Beatrice A. ‘The Territorialization of the Imaginary in Latin America: 
Self-Affirmation and Resistance to Metropolitan Paradigms’, in Magical 
Realism: Theory, History, Community, eds. Lois P. Zamora, and Wendy B. 
Faris. Durham N.C: Duke UP, 1995, 125-44.
Christian, Barbara. Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women 
Writers. New York: PergamonP, 1985.
Cixous, Helene and Catherine Clement. The Newly Born Woman. Theory and 
History o f Literature, 24, trans. Betsy Wing. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota 
P, 1993.
Clinton, Catherine. ‘"With a Whip in His Hand.”: Rape, Memory, and African- 
American Women’, in History and Memory in African-American Culture, 
eds. Genevieve Fabre, and Robert O’Meally. New York: Oxford UP, 1994, 
205-18.
338
Cobham, Rhonda. ‘Revisioning Our Kumblas: Transforming Feminst and 
Nationalist Agendas in Three Caribbean Women’s Texts’, in Callaloo 16:1 
(1993), 44-64.
Cooper, Carolyn. ‘"Something Ancestral Recaptured.”: Spirit Possession as Trope 
in Selected Feminist Fictions of the African Diaspora’, in Motherlands: 
Black Women’s Writing from Africa, the Caribbean and South Asia, ed. 
ShushielaNasta. London: The Women’s P, 1991, 64-87.
Cudjoe, Selwyn R. ‘Jamaica Kincaid and the Modernist Project: An Interview’, 
Caribbean Women Writers .'Essays From The First International 
Conference, April, 1988, Wellesley College, ed. Selwyn R. Cudjoe. Mass: 
Calaloux Publications, 1990,215-32.
Dance, Daryl C. ‘An Interview with Paule Marshall’, in Southern Review, 28:1 
(January, 1992), 4-5.
Davis, Angela Y. ‘Black Women and Music: A Historical Legacy of Struggle’, in 
Wild Women in the Whirlwind: Afra-American Culture and the 
Contemporary Literary Renaissance, eds. Joanne M. Braxton, and Andree N. 
McLaughlin. London: Serpent’s Tail, 1990, 3-21.
Davis, Cynthia A. ‘Self, Society, And Myth in Toni Morrison’s Fiction’, in 
Contemporary Literature 23:3 (1982), 323-42.
Delamotte, Eugenia. ‘Women, Silence, And History In The Chosen Place, The 
Timeless People’, in Callaloo, 16:1 (1993), 227-42.
Demetrakopoulos, Stephanie A. ‘Maternal Bonds as Devourers of Women’s 
Individuation in Toni Morrison’s Beloved’, in African American Review, 
26:1 (1992), 51-9.
Devonish, Hubert. Language and Liberation: Creole Language Politics in the 
Caribbean. London: KariaP, 1986.
During, Simon. ‘Postmodernism 01* Post-colonialism Today’ in ‘Postmodernism ’: A  
Reader’, ed. Thomas Docherty. New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993, 
448-62.
Emery, Mary Lou. Jean Rhys at “Worlds End”: Novels o f  Colonial and Sexual 
Exile. Austin: U of Texas P, 1990.
Fabre, Michel. The Unfinished Quest o f  Richard Wright, trans. Isabel Barzun.
Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1993.
Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin White Mask, trans. Charles Lam Markmann. New York: 
Grove P, 1967.
 . The Wretched O f The Earth, trans.Constance Farrington. Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1963.
Foucault, Michel. Politics Philosophy Culture: Interviews and other writings, 
1977-1984/Michel Foucault, trans. Alan Sheridan, et al, ed. Laurence D. 
Kritzman. London: Routledge, 1988.
Freud, Sigmund. Collected Papers. Case Histories.The International Psyche. 
Analytical Library. 3, No 9, trans. Alix and James Strachey. New York: 
Basic Books, 1959.
Gates. Henry L. Jr. ‘Afterword: “A Negro Way Of Saying”’, in Mules And Men, 
By Zora Neale Hurston.Hurston. New York: Harper & Row, 1990.
 , “Criticism in the jungle.” in Black Literature and Literary Theory, ed. Henry
L. Gates, Junior. New York: Routledge, 1990, 1-24.
 , The History of Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave, Related By Herself, in Six
Women's Slave Narratives, The Schomburg Library of Nineteenth Century
340
Black Women Writers, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. New York: Oxford UP, 
1988, 1-23.
 . The Signifying Monkey: A Theory o f African-American Literary Criticism.
New York: Oxford UP, 1988.
Gikandi, Simon. Writing in Limbo: Modernism And Caribbean Literature. Ithaca: 
Cornell UP, 1992.
Gilman, Sander L. ‘Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of 
Female Sexuality in late Nineteenth Century Art, Medicine, and 
Literature’, in “Race”, Writing and Difference, ed. Henry L. Gates, Junior. 
Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1985, 223-61.
Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. London: 
Verso, 1993.
Glissant, Edouard. Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays, trans. J. Michael Dash.
Charlottesville: UP of Virginia/Caraf Books, 1999.
Gregg, Veronica M. Jean Rhys’s Historical Imagination: Reading and Writing the 
Creole. Chapel Hill: The U of North Carolina P, 1995.
Gwin, Minrose C. ‘Green-eyed Monsters of the Slavocracy: Jealous Mistresses in 
Two Slave Narratives’, in Conjuring: Black women, Fiction, and Literary 
Tradition, eds. Marjorie Pryse, and Hortense J. Spillers. Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1985,39-52.
Harris, Wilson. Explorations: A Selection o f Talks and Articles 1966-1981.
Denmark: Dangaroo P, 1981.
Hill Collins, Patricia. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics o f  Empowerment. Perspectives on Gender. 2. London: Routledge, 
1991.
341
Holloway, Karla F. C. Moorings and Metaphors: Figures o f  Culture and Gender in 
Black Women’s Literature. New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1992.
Hooks, Bell. Talking Back: thinking feminist-thinking black. London: Sheba 
Feminist Publishers, 1989.
Huggins, Nathan I. Voices From The Harlem Renaissance, ed. Nathan Irvin 
Huggins. New York: Oxford UP, 1976.
Hurston, Zora N. ‘What White Publishers Won’t Print’, in Folklore, Memoirs, And  
Other Writings, ed. Cheryl A. Wall. n.p. The Library o f America, c. 1995, 
950-55.
Hutcheon, Linda. A Poetics O f Postmodernism. New York: Routledge, 1988.
James, Louis. Jean Rhys. London: Longman Group, 1978.
JanMohamed, Abdul R. ‘The Economy of Manichean Allegory: The Function of 
Racial Difference in Colonialist Literature’, in “Race”, Writing and 
Difference, ed. HenryLouis Gates Jr. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1985, 78- 
106.
Jarrett-Macauley, Delia. The Life o f  Una Marson 1905-65. Manchester UP, 1998.
Kakutani, Michiko. “ Paradise’: Worthy Women, Unredeemable Men’, review of 
Paradise by Toni Morrison in The New York Times, 6 January, 1998.
Kincaid, Jamaica. ‘In History’, Callaloo, 20:1 (1997), 1-7.
Kristeva, Julia. Desire In Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, 
trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S. Roudiez. New York: 
Columbia UP, 1980.
Lennox, G. W and S. A. Seddon. Flowers o f  the Caribbean. London: The 
Macmillan P, 1978.
342
Locke, Alain, “The New Negro.” in The New Negro: An Interpretation’, ed. Alain 
Locke. New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1968, 3-16.
Look Lai, Wally. ‘"The Road To Thornfield Hall: An Analysis o f Jean Rhy’s novel 
‘Wide Sargosso Sea’”, in New Beacon Reviews, Collection One, ed. John 
LaRose. London: New Beacon Books, 1968, 38-52.
Martin, Tony. Literary Garveyism: Garvey, black arts and the Harlem 
Renaissance. Dover, Mass: Majority P, 1983.
Mair Lucille, M. ‘Recollections of a Journey into a Rebel Past’, in Caribbean 
Women Writers: Essays From The First International Conference. April, 
1988, Wellesley College, ed. Selwyn R. Cudjoe, Mass: Calaloux 
Publications, 1990, 51-60.
Marshall, Paule. ‘Shaping the World of my Art’, in New Letters, 40:1 (October
1973), 97-112.
Mendoza, Plinio A. The Fragrance o f  Guava. Trans. Ann Wright. London: Verso, 
1983.
Morris, Ann R, and Margaret M. Dunn. ‘The Bloodstream of Our Inheritance: 
Female Identity and the Caribbean Mothers’-Land’, in Motherlands: Black 
Women’s Writing from Africa, the Caribbean and South Asia , ed. Susheila 
Nasta. London: The Women's P, 1991,219-37.
Morrison, Toni. Playing in the dark: whiteness and the literary imagination. The 
William E. Massey Senior. Lectures in the History of American 
Civilization.Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UP, 1992.
 .‘Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation’, in Black Women Writers (1950-
1980): A Critical Evaluation, ed. Mari Evans. New York: Anchor P- 
Doubleday, 1984, 339-45.
343
McKay, Nellie, ‘An Interview with Toni Morrison’, in Contemporary Literature, 
XXIV: 4 1983,413-29.
Naylor, Gloria and Morrison, Toni. ‘A Conversation’, in Southern Review, 2:21 
(1985), 567-593.
Nettleford, Rex. Preface. Jamaica Labrish: Jamaica Dialect Poems. By Louise 
Bennett, n.p: Novelty Trading Co in association with Sangster’s Book 
Stores,1966, 9-24.
Nebeker, Helen. Jean Rhys: Woman in Passage. Montreal: Eden P Women’s 
Publications, 1981.
Nichols, Grace. ‘The Battle with Language’, in Caribbean Women Writers: Essays 
from The First International Conference. April, 1988, Wellesley College, ed. 
Selwyn R. Cudjoe. Mass: Calaloux Publications, 1990, 283-89.
Nyatetu-Waigwa, wa Wangari. The Liminal N ovel: Studies in the Francophone- 
African Novel as Bildungsroman, America U Studies, Ser. 18, African 
Literature.6. New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1996.
Otten, Terry. The Crime o f  Innocence In the Fiction o f Toni Morrison. Missouri: 
U of Missouri P, 1989.
O’Connor, Teresa F. Jean Rhys: The West Indian Novels. New York: New York 
UP, 1986.
Pavlic, Edward M. ‘"Papa Legba, Ouvrier Barriere Pour Moi Passer": Esu in Their 
Eyes & Zora Neale Hurston's Diasporic Modernism,’ in African American 
Review, 38:1 (Spring, 2004), 61-65.
Philip, Marlene N. ‘Managing the Unmanageable’, in Caribbean Women Writers: 
Essays from The First International Conference. April, 1988, ed. Selwyn R. 
Cudjoe. Wellesley, Mass: Calaloux Publications, 1990, 295-300.
344
 , ‘The Absence of Writing or How I Almost Became a Spy’, in Out o f  the
Kumbla: Caribbean Women and Literature, eds.Carole Boyce Davies, 
and Elaine Savory Fido. Trenton, NJ: Africa World P, 1990, 271-78.
Plante, David. Difficult Women: A Memoir o f  three. London: Victor Gollancz, 
1983.
Prahiad, Anand Sw. ‘Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner: Folklore, Folkloristics and 
African American Literary Criticism’, in African American Review, 33:4 
(Winter, 1999), 65-75.
Pratt, Mary Louise. ‘Scratches on the Face of the Country; or, What Mr. Barrrow 
Saw in the Land of the Bushmen’, in "Race," Writing And Difference, ed. 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1986, 138-162.
Ralrming, Melvin. ‘Towards A Caribbean Mythology: The Function O f Africa In 
Paule Marshall’s The Chosen Place, The Timeless People’, in Studies in the 
Literary Imagination, 26.2 (1993),77-87.
Richard, Nelly. ‘Postmodernism and Periphery’, in Postmodernism: A Reader, 
ed.Thomas Docheity. Hertfordshire. Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993, 463-70.
Shelton, Marie-Denise. ‘Women Writers of the French-Speaking Caribbean: An 
Overview’, in Caribbean Women Writers: Essays from The First 
International Conference. April, 1988, Wellesley College, ed. Selwyn R. 
Cudjoe. Mass: Calaloux Publications, 1990,346-56.
Simmons, Diane. ‘Coming-of-Age in the Snare of History: Jamaica Kincaid’s The 
Autobiography of My Mother’, in The Girl: Constructions o f  the Girl in 
Contemporary Fiction by Women, ed. Ruth O. Saxton. New York: St 
Martin’s P, 1998, 107-18.
 Jamaica Kincaid. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1994.
345
 .‘Jamaica Kincaid and the Canon: In Dialogue With Paradise Lost and Jane
Eyre’, in The Journal o f  the Society for the Study o f the Multi-Ethnic 
Literature o f  the US, (.MELUS), 23:2 (Summer 1998),65-85.
Smith, Angela. Introduction and notes in Wide Sargasso Sea. By Jean Rhys. 
London: Penguin Books, 1968. vii-xxiii and 131-47.
Smith Foster, Frances. ‘Adding Color and Contour to Early American Self- 
Portraitures: Autobiographical Writings of Afro-American Women’, in 
Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, and Literary Tradition, eds. Marjorie 
Pryse, and Hortense J. Spillers. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985, 25-38.
Stevenson, Randall. Modernist Fiction: An Introduction.
Hertfordslhre.'HarvesterWheatsheaf, 1992.
Stoelting, Winifred L. ‘Time Past And Time Present: The Search For Viable Links 
In The Chosen Place, The Timeless People by Paule Marshall’, in College 
Language Association, 16:1 (September 1972), 60-71.
Storhoff, Gary. ‘"Yesterday Comes Like Today: Communitas in Paule Marshall’s 
The Chosen Place, The Timeless People’, in The Journal fo r  the Study o f  the 
Multi-Ethnic Literature o f  the US, (MELUS) 23:2 (Summer 1998), 49-64.
Tate, Claudia. Black Women Writers A t Work. Herts: Oldcastle Books, 1985.
Tiffin, Helen. ‘Cold Hearts And (Foreign) Tongues: Recitation and the Reclamation 
of the Female Body in the Works of Ema Brodber and Jamaica Kincaid’, in 
Callaloo, 16:2 (1993), 913-16.
 . “‘Mirror and Mask”: Colonial Motifs in the novels of Jean Rhys’, in World
Literature Written in English, 17 (April 1978), 328-41.
 .‘Post-Colonial Literatures And Counter-Discourse’, in Critical Approaches to
the New Literatures in English, A Selection of Papers of the 10th Annual
346
Conference on ‘Commonwealth’ Literature and Language Studies, 
Koenigstein, 11-14 June 1987, ed. Dieter Riemenscheider. Essen: Verl. Die 
Blaue Eule, 1989, 32-51.
Turner, Darwin T. ‘Theme, Characterization and Style in the Works of Toni 
Morrison’, in Black Women Writers (1950-1980): A Critical Evaluation, ed. 
Mari Evans. New York: Ancher P-Doubleday 1984, 361-69.
Wall, Cheryl A. ‘Taking Positions and Changing Words’, in Changing Our Own 
Words: Essays On Criticism, Theory, And Writing By Black Women, ed. 
Cheryl A. Wall. London: Routledge, 1990, 1-15.
Washington, Mary H. ‘"I Love The Way Janie Crawford Left Her Husbands”: 
Zora Neale Hurston’s Emergent Female Hero’” , in Invented Lives: 
Narratives o f  Black Women 1860-1960, ed. Mary H. Washington. London: 
Virago P, 1989, 237-54.
Weinstein, Norman. ‘ Thunder Striking Words: Shango as a Metaphor in the Poetry 
of Kamau Brathwaite', in Kiss & Quarrel:Yoruba/English Strategies o f  
mediation, ed. Stewart Brown Edgbaston, Birmingham: U of Birmingham, 
2000,214-30.
Wilentz, Gay. Binding Cultures: Black Women Writers in Africa and the Diaspora.
Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1992.
Wilson-Tagoe, Nana. Historical Thought and Literary Representation in West 
Indian Literature, Gainesville, Florida: UP of Florida, c. 1998.
Williams, Eric. From Columbus to Castro: The History o f  the Caribbean 1492- 
1969. London : Andre Deutsch, 1970.
347
Primary Works
Allfrey, Phyllis S. The Orchid House. London: Virago. P. 1982 
Austin, Jane. Mansfield Park. London: Penguin Books, 1996.
Bennett, Louise. Jamaica Labrish: Jamaica Dialect Poems. Kingston: Novelty 
Trading Co in association with Sangster’s Book Stores Jamaica, 1966. 
Bronte, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1966.
Conrad, Joseph. Heart o f  Darkness. Middlesex: Penguin, 1973.
Douglass, Frederick. Narrative o f  the Life o f  Frederick Douglas An American 
Slave: Written by Himself New York: Anchor Books, 1963.
Harper, Frances E. W. Iola Leroy or Shadows Uplifted. New York. Oxford UP, 
1988.
Hurston, Zora N. Dust Tracks on a Road: An autobiography. London: Virago P, 
1986.
 .Their Eyes Were Watching God. London: Virago P, 1986.
Jacobs, Harriet A. Incidents in the Life o f  a Slave Girl: Written by Herself. Ed.
Jean Fagan Yellin, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UP, 2000.
James, Cyril L.R. ‘La Diablesse’, Journal o f  West Indian Literature, 9:2 2001,4-7. 
Keens-Douglas, Paul. Is Town Say So!: Dialect Poetry and Short stories. Port of 
Spain:Keensdee Productions, 1981.
 .Tell me again: dialect poetry and short stories by Paul Keens — Douglas, n.p:
Keensdee Productions, c.1979.
 . When Moon Shine: Dialect. Port of Spain: The College P, 1975.
Kincaid, Jamaica. A t the Bottom o f the River. New York: Vintage, 1997.
 . The autobiography o f  my Mother. London: Vintage, 1996.
348
Marson, Una. The Moth and the star/  by Una Marson. Kingston, Jamaica, British 
West Indies: Published By The Author, 1937.
Marshall, Paule. Brown Girl, Brawnstones. London: W.H. Allen, 1960.
 . Merle and other stories. London: Virago P, 1985.
 . Praisesongfor the Widow. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1983.
 The Chosen Place, The Timeless People. New York: Harcourt, Brace and
World, 1969.
Montego, Esteban, The autobiography o f  a Runaway Slave, ed. Miguel Barnet, 
trans. Jocasta Innes. Warwick U Caribbean Ser. Caribbean: Macmillan 
Caribbean, 1993.
Morrison, Toni. Beloved. London. Picador-Pan,1988.
 . Paradise. London: Chatto and Windus, 1998.
 . Song o f  Solomon. Herts:Triad-Panther Books, 1980.
McAndrew, Wordsworth. ‘Ol’ Higue’, in Voiceprint: An anthology o f oral and 
relatedpoetty from the Caribbean, eds. Stewart Brown, Mervyn Morris and 
Gordon Rohlehr. Harlow, Essex: Longman, 1989, 30-2.
Mckay, Claude. Claude McKay: A Long Way From Home: An Autobiography. 
London: Pluto P, 1985.
Rhys, Jean. Letters 1931 -  1966, compil and eds. Francis Wyndham, and Diana
Melly. London: Penguin Books, 1985.
 . Jean Rhys additional ms 57857 II 57858 III and IV 57859 British Library,
London.
 . Smile Please: An Unfinished Autobiography. London: Andre Deutsch, 1979.
 . Voyage in the Dark. London: Penguin Books, 1969.
 . Wide Sargasso Sea. London: Penguin Books, 1997.
349
Toomer, Jean. Cane, ed. Darwin T. Turner. New York : W. W. Norton, 1975. 
Wilson, Harriet E. Our Nig; or Sketches from the Life o f  a Free Black. New York: 
Vintage Books, 1983.
